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Abstract
This research project focuses on a selection of anglophone literary and anthropological texts
written in the second half of the twentieth century in various nations of Africa and the Middle
East, as well as India. The authors I will be looking at are Laura Bohannan, Amitav Ghosh,
Ryszard Kapuściński and V.S. Naipaul. I will be focusing on works that are closely related to
the experience of travel and that narrate cross-cultural encounters, being aware that to
elaborate a critical and literary project in the contemporary context one must move from
those multicultural and dynamic sites where culture is increasingly produced. 
In the course of this work, I will move from the poetics of these texts as a starting
point to address questions on power relations inherent to the process of writing. By focusing
on the representational strategies employed, I will investigate the way in which the author
provides a representation of Third-World society, which appears to challenge the paradigm of
a totalizing, epistemic violence that – since Said’s seminal work – has been considered a
distinctive epistemological attitude of any text having an “orientalizing” tendency. 
Bakhtin’s multifaceted theory of dialogue is of central importance to this study. It
affords us the critical lens with which to investigate literary, linguistic, metalinguistic and
psychological dimensions that lie beyond the “making” of the text. These represent important
aspects of inquiry that have often remained uninterrogated. However, I will argue, they
provide useful perspectives to reconfigure the problem of agency in a representative context,
as this has remained one of the unsolved theoretical underpinnings of Gayatri Spivak’s theory
on subalternity. By unveiling, dissecting and reconstructing the silenced and uninterrogated
intersubjective, dynamic – and often dialogic – processes that leave their traces inside the
literary text (but that intervene behind or beyond its making), this work intends to suggest a
new perspective to address the problem of agency, by providing a different answer to the
critical and theoretical questions of how agency manifests itself in a representative context.
By focusing on the forms and occurrences of dialogue that appear in this selection of texts, I
intend to indicate a new direction that could prove useful in the attempt to reconstitute the
discourse of cultural difference – as Homi Bhabha expresses in “The Postcolonial and The
Postmodern” – as this has emerged as one of the principal theoretical aims of postcolonial
literary criticism.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
1.1 Thesis Aims 
This research project situates itself at the receiving end of an invigorating question raised by
Edward Said in the Introduction to Orientalism.1 Here, Said mentions, as one of the great
challenges to contemporary scholarship, the possibility of developing a critical approach to
non-European people and cultures through a more libertarian and non-manipulative
perspective from that envisaged by Orientalism as a powerful discursive formation.2 In the
course of this study, I intend to critically analyze authors who, in their literary production,
and by employing different representational and discursive strategies, I believe have
confronted this challenge: Laura Bohannan, Amitav Ghosh, Ryszard Kapuściński and V.S.
Naipaul.
This research project focuses on a series of literary and anthropological texts written
in the second half of the twentieth century and set in the wake of independence or in
decolonized nations of Africa, the Middle East and India. The authors of these narratives are
either Western – Ryszard Kapuściński and Laura Bohannan – or, although they belong to so-
called Third World societies, have received a European education – Amitav Ghosh and V.S.
Naipaul. 
 The scope of this work is to show, through the analysis of an albeit limited selection
of literary representations, how the process of decolonization has had an impact on cultural
production. Throughout this research, I will be arguing in a particular way, that the texts I
have chosen represent a particular sample of those specific types of representations that share
discursive, epistemological and stylistic characteristics that could emerge in correspondence
with the ideological changes brought about in the context of representation by the  post-
colonial order of the world. I will be placing particular attention to the investigation of the
authors’ subject position in relation to his or her object of study. Part of the work will be
1 See Edward Said, Orientalism (London: Routledge, 1978). 
2 ‘Perhaps the most important task of all would be to undertake studies in contemporary alternatives to
Orientalism, to ask how one can study other cultures and peoples from a libertarian, or a non-repressive and
non-manipulative, perspective. But then one would have to rethink the whole complex problem of
knowledge and power. These are all tasks left embarrassingly incomplete in this study.’ “Introduction,” in
Orientalism (London: Routledge, 1978), p. 24.
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devoted to identifying and considering what representational strategies, stylistic means or
rhetorical devices the authors employ in order to place themselves in a space of close
proximity to their subjects of representation. I will be suggesting that the employment of such
strategies in a representative context reveal the authors’ intention to transcend and
“supersede” the typical modes and epistemologies that have generally been accredited to
colonial discourse.3 By drawing on observations of Mikhail Bakhtin in his discourse theory of
the novel,4 I will propose that the authors are often trying to recreate in the space of the text a
dialogic or polyphonic space. I will be aiming to unveil how the discursive space created in
this selection of texts is revealed to be much more complex than that discursively
characterizing the colonial text, where the representation/narration was developed exclusively
from the perspective of the author, and reflected his/her authorial and monologic point of
view. Hence, I will be investigating the stylistic choices and representational strategies that
the authors employ in the representation of non-Western society and which reveal the effort
of leaving to the subjects’ broader margins for expression and self-expression.
As well as this technical and stylistic analysis, which touches primarily upon the
consideration of the discursive aspects of the text, I will also be looking at those daily and
concrete situations of dialogue that characterize the everyday communication and interaction
between the author and the subjectivities represented – his informants, in the ethnographic
context, or his characters, in the “novelistic” and literary context. The context of analysis
represented by the speech acts between the author at the centre of these narratives and his
subject of representation will allow me to investigate dialogue not only from a linguistic, but
also, and more crucially, from a metalinguistic perspective.
 According to Bakhtin, in fact, ‘every utterance is by definition “dialogic.”’5 Through
the elaboration of a metalinguistic perspective, Bakhtin sought to reformulate the notion of
dialogue beyond the approach of traditional linguistics.6 By traditional linguistics, Bakhtin
referred particularly to the work of Saussure and those influenced by him: the formalists, the
structuralists, and later, the semioticians. The error traditional linguists made, according to
Bakhtin, consisted in a fundamental misconception of the nature of the utterance. The
Saussurean model, as Garyl Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson have argued, ‘endorses a
3 For a brief excursus on colonial discourse analysis and postcolonial theory, see Peter Childs and Patrick
Williams, An Introduction to Postcolonial Theory (London: Pearson, 1997).
4 See M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, tr. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 1981). 
5 See Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson, “Metalinguistics: The Dialogue of Authorship,” in Mikhail
Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), p. 131. 
6 Ibid., p. 123 onwards.
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traditional view that the utterance is an instantiation of the linguistic system,’7 implying that
utterances are mechanical accumulations composed of units of language, such as words and
sentences. Despite recognizing words and sentences as important elements of the utterance,
Bakhtin notes that an utterance can’t be reduced to this purely “linguistic” dimension but is
constituted also by extralinguistic elements. In this perspective, Bakhtin expands his
distinction between an utterance and a sentence by highlighting the “dialogical” character of
the utterance. If a sentence is a unity of language in the traditional sense, the utterance is in
contrast a unity of “speech communication.”8 As Morson and Emerson have observed:
Even when an utterance is one sentence long, something must be added to the sentence
linguistic composition to make it an utterance. Someone must say it to someone, must
respond to something and anticipate a response, must be accomplishing something by the
saying of it. One can respond to an utterance, but one cannot respond to a sentence.9
The metalinguistic perspective drawn from Bakhtin’s theory will allow me to shed new light
on the relationship between the authors and their subject of representation – a subject with
whom the authors enter often into verbal communication. Morson and Emerson have stated in
their reader on Bakhtin that ‘dialogue cannot be found [..] by looking at language (in the
traditional sense). It is an extra-linguistic feature of utterances, and so falls outside the
domain of linguistics.’10 Analyzing the concrete situations of dialogue staged in these
narratives will provide me, I believe, with a rich territory of exploration of the cross-cultural
encounter, where different social experiences, traditions and conceptualizations and views of
the world that characterize different cultures engage in a mutual confrontation, at times
reaching a dramatic “clash.”
In this sense, if one of the main objectives in the field of postcolonial studies by
Said’s seminal work was the opening of the meaningful questions of if and how the process of
imperial domination has influenced the production of ideas and culture, I am concerned to
show how, conversely, the substantial alteration of cultural, economic and political relations
that took place in these regions of the world (Africa, the Middle East and India) has also had
an impact on cultural production, along with the dissolution of the European colonial empires
and the process of decolonization in the second half of the twentieth century. I will be
focusing specifically on how cultural difference is represented in literature, by asking how, in
7 Ibid, p. 125.
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid, p. 126. 
10 Ibid., p. 131. 
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a broader perspective, the process of decolonization has impacted the way in which cultural
difference is represented in the domain of “textual” production.  
Particular attention will be directed to the representation that the authors provide of
the post-colonial subjectivity through their direct experience of cultural encounters, as these
take place across the different regions of Africa, the Middle East and India. What brought me
to focus my attention on travel writing and ethnography was the observation that the
anthropologist (or ethnographer) and the travel writer often find themselves to be in a similar
subject-position in relation to their object/subject of representation. That is, both find
themselves in  the delicate position of having to provide a representation of a different and
unfamiliar culture from the point of view of “outsiders,” and by availing themselves of their
personal experiences of encounters as these happen in often highly “hybridized” social spaces
that have the uncertain and mobile contours of contact-zones.11 It is ultimately on the specific
representational dynamics of these encounters that I will focus on. As Mary Louise Pratt
explored in her important work on travel writing, we may interpret as contact zones those
‘social spaces where disparate cultures meet, clash and grapple with each other, often in
highly asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination – such as colonialism and
slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out across the globe today.’12
This work aims to engage with, and to keep a distance from, some of the most
acclaimed paradigms through which – in the field of postcolonial literary studies – the
process of formation of cultural identity in the post-colonial context has been explored. In a
particular way, this work aims to move from a critique of the paradigms that Gayatri Spivak
has developed in the attempt to approach the problem of representation of subaltern subjects
by drawing on the historiographic methodology of the Subaltern Studies collective. As Benita
Parry has argued, the lacunae of Spivak’s theoretical and methodological approach stem from
‘a theory [that] assign[s] an absolute power to the hegemonic discourse in constituting and
disarticulating the native.’13 By drawing on Bakhtin’s studies, and by presenting the
representative modes employed in my selection of case studies, where post-colonial
subjectivity is at the centre of the representation, I will attempt to challenge the position of
11 For the similarities between ethnography and the earlier discursive traditions in the history of travel writing,
see Mary Louise Pratt, “Fieldwork in Common Places,” in James Clifford and George E. Marcus (eds.),
Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography (Los Angeles: University of California Press,
1986),  pp. 27-50.
12 See Mary Louise Pratt, “Introduction: Criticism in the contact zone,” in Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and
Transculturation, 2nd edn (New York: Routledge, 1992), p. 7.
13 See Benita Parry, “Problems in Current Theories of Colonial Discourse,” Oxford Literary Review, Vol. 9,
no.1 (1987), p. 34.  
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absolute passivity and lack of agency that Spivak has attributed to the colonial subject in a
representative context. This is a position that Spivak has continued to reconfirm in more
recent developments of her theory of the subaltern.14 
On the other hand, I will attempt to stand back from those categories – such as that of
mimicry and hybridity – that Homi Bhabha has expounded, in order to explain how the
identities of the colonial subject and that of the colonizer become shaped through a mutual
process of identification.15 Through the analysis of my case studies, I will attempt to bring
about a revision of Homi Bhabha’s categories of hybridity and mimicry in the light of
Bakhtin’s trans-disciplinary theory of dialogue, in a way that will allow me to construct a
more dynamic, processual and performative perspective of understanding how the post-
colonial cultural identity is shaped in the narrative process.16 I will therefore propose a
conceptual shift in intending the analytical category of mimicry as a discourse, which,
according to Bhabha, omits the “fictional” dynamics that underpin any act of literary
creation, in the perspective of mimesis: a discourse that takes into account the complex
dynamics that underpin the making of any literary artifact. This shift will allow me to
investigate the literary representation not only as a “fixed” and “finished” product, but also as
the ending point of a process that involves complex dynamics.
In this perspective, Bakhtin’s theory of dialogue represents an invaluable analysis to
reveal, among others, the mimetic relationship that often takes place between the subjectivity
of the one who represents, i.e. the author of the literary text, and the subjectivity of the one
who is represented – which, in the context of this research, is colonial and post-colonial
subjectivity. In other words, mimesis, not mimicry, is the conceptual perspective for this work
on postcolonial literature.17 The perspective I am opposing here is based in Bhabha’s ideas on
mimicry as formulated in his essays, “Interrogating Identity” and “On Mimicry and Man.”18
14 See Gayatri Spivak, “Scattered Speculations on the Subaltern and the Popular,” Postcolonial Studies, Vol. 8,
no. 4 (2005), pp. 475-486.
15 See Homi Bhabha, “Interrogating Identity: Frantz Fanon and the postcolonial prerogative,” in The Location
of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994), pp. 57-93.
16 See also Ken Hirshkop and David Shepherds (eds.), Bakthtin and Cultural Theory (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1989). 
17 For critical perspectives on Mimesis, see Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in
Western Literature, tr. Willard R. Trask (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953); Marc Blanchard,
“Mimesis, not Mimicry,” Comparative Literature, Vol. 49, no.2 (Spring, 1997), pp. 176-190; Aristotle,
Poetics, trans. Stephen Halliwell (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998); Mikhail  Bakhtin,
“Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity,” in Michael Holquist and Vadim Liapunov (eds.), Art and
Answerability: Early Philosophical Essays by M. Bakhtin,  tr. Vladimir Liapunov (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 1990), pp. 4-256.
18 See Homi Bhabha, “Interrogating Identity: Franz Fanon and the Postcolonial Prerogative,” and “Of Mimicry
and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse,” in The Location of Culture. (London: Routledge, 1994),
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In short, by referring throughout my analysis to a complex and interdisciplinary framework, I
intend to document how the shift of power-relations in the context of representation has taken
place, as a process, and as a consequence of specific historical ruptures and ideological
changes that occurred in the transition to a post-colonial order of the world. To quote Pratt, I
start this research by making a strong methodological assumption:19 ‘that important historical
transitions alter the way people imagine, feel and think about the world they live in. The
shifts in writing, then, will tell you something about the nature of the changes. Such shifts in
writing, if they are historically profound, affect more than one genre.’20
This work aims to be both a critique of post-colonial epistemology and a study of
genres. In order to document how the shift of power-relations in the post-colonial context of
representation has taken place also in correspondence to the historical and ideological shift of
the post-colonial world order, and in order to document the way in which this ideological
shift has translated itself in a visible stylistic shift in a representative context, I will use a
complex framework that draws together a multiplicity of perspectives that are all, however,
traced in Bakhtin’s “global” theory of dialogue.21
1.2 Interrogating Dialogue: A Trans-Disciplinary Perspective 
This complex interpretative perspective will allow me to approach and eventually analyze the
specific and contextualized use the authors of these post-colonial texts have made of
dialogue, by articulating and exploring dialogue in the different, and, at times, overlapping,
meanings and functions of dialogue that Bakhtin outlined in his complex theory, and by
studying them in the representative contexts provided by my case studies. The different
meanings and nuancing of the notion of dialogue include:
 a) A Literary Perspective
pp. 57-93 and pp. 121-132. 
19 Mary Louise Pratt has looked, in Imperial Eyes, at the production of travel writings in the period of
European colonial expansion. See Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation
2nd edn (London and NY: Routledge, 1992). 
20 See Mary Louise Pratt, “Introduction: Criticism in the contact zone,” in Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and
Transculturation, p. 5.
21 For critical studies on Bakhtin, see Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson, “Part II: Problems of
Authorship,” i n Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), pp.
121-268; Ken Hirschkop and David Shepherd (eds.), Bakhtin and Cultural Theory (Manchester: Manchester
University Press,1989); Michael Gardiner, The Dialogics of Critique: M.M. Bakhtin and the Theory of
Ideology (London: Routledge, 1992); David Shepherd (ed.), The Contexts of Bakhtin: Philosophy,
Authorship, Aesthetics, Studies in Russian and European Literature, Vol. 2  (London and NY: Routledge,
1998).   
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This perspective frames dialogue in the meaning Bakhtin has articulated in his theory of
genre, especially with reference to his discursive study on the genre of the novel,22 and
therefore envisages dialogue particularly as a literary element. In his literary study on the
novel, Bakhtin has distinguished between dialogic/polyphonic a n d monologic modes of
writing, differing from each other according to the position assumed by the author.  This
perspective includes and intersects the critical reception that Clifford and the other
contributors to the Writing Culture movement made in the field of ethnography by applying
Bakhtin’s reflections on the different modes of textual production to the field of ethnographic
writing.
b) A Linguistic Perspective
According to Bakhtin, ‘every utterance is by definition dialogic.’23 This perspective regards
dialogue primarily as a linguistic element at the base of the verbal interaction and
communication between agents. In the context of this research, I will attempt to trace this
perspective directly through the speech communication between the author of these texts as
traveller/ethnographer and the informants (or characters, in the novelistic sense). The
linguistic focus will allow me to draw some theoretical tools from the critical perspectives
elaborated in the philosophy of language by John L. Austin24 and John Searle.25
c) A Metainguistic Perspective26
According to Bakhtin, ‘dialogue cannot be found [..] by looking at language (in the
traditional sense). It is an extra-linguistic feature of utterances, and so falls outside the
domain of linguistics.’27 According to the metalinguistic perspective, dialogue is an extra-
linguistic feature of the sentence as it presupposes a giver as well as always, and in advance,
a receiver.28 In a more complex sense than that envisaged by an exclusively linguistic
22 See Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, tr. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1981). 
23 See Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson, “Metalinguistics: The Dialogue of Authorship,” in Mikhail
Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), p. 131. 
24 See John L. Austin, How to do Things with Words (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1962).
25 See John R. Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1969). 
26 See Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson, “Part II: Problems of Authorship,” in Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation
of a Prosaics, pp. 121-268.
27 See Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson, “Metalinguistics,” in Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics, p.
131.  For more on this topic, see M. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Caryl Emerson (ed.), in
Theory and History of Literature, Vol. 8 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984).
28 Homi Bhabha, in “The Postcolonial and the Postmodern” suggests to draw on the metalinguistic perspective
of dialogue elaborated by Bakhtin (with greater clarity in his essay “The Problem of Speech Genres”) as a
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perspective, as Bakhtin would better clarify at a later stage of his theory,29 an utterance is
always inserted in a dialogical relationship with another utterance in the chain of speech
communication. That is, to each utterance pronounced by the speaker there is an implicit act
of addressivity to “Another’s” utterance. By underlining how every utterance contained in the
chain of speech communication is inserted in a metalinguistic relationship that ties the Self
and “The Other”30 and by distinguishing between sentence and utterance, Bakhtin adds
another important step to his dialogic conception of language. Such a metalinguistic
perspective – by looking at dialogue not only in linguistic terms, but by shedding light also
on the context in which the utterance is pronounced and, therefore, the dialogue takes place –
will provide me with important analytical tools to explore the concrete situations of dialogue
staged in my case studies.  In the attempt to frame the dialogues present in my case studies in
a metalinguistic perspective, I will use some valuable insights that Judith Butler has
elaborated in her theory of performativity.31
b) A Psychological Perspective
This perspective will help us to test Bakhtin’s psychological model of the creative act. In
Bakhtin’s model of artistic activity, creativity is derived from, and grounded in, daily life
activity, which Bakhtin means broadly as prosaic experience. Accordingly, life itself
represents the ground for creativity to take place, since Bakhtin primarily connotes creativity
as the widespread and multifaceted process through which ‘continually we turn what is given
into what is created.’32 In this regard, Bakhtin takes distance from Freud’s more popular
model33 of art – which distinguishes the domain of real and lived experience from that of
play and art. For Bakhtin, in fact, ‘to live is to create,’ therefore ‘the larger, more noticeable
acts with the name creative are [nothing but] the extensions and developments of the sorts of
useful paradigm that could be used in the field of postcolonial theory. This, Bhabha argues, could help to
solve the problem of agency in a representative context. See Homi Bhabha, “The Postcolonial and the
Postmodern: The question of agency,” in The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994), pp. 245-282;
M. Bakhtin, “The Problem of Speech Genres,” in Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, Caryl Emerson and
M. Holquist (eds.), tr. Vern W. McGee (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1986), pp. 60-102.
29 See Mikhail Bakhtin, Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, Caryl Emerson and M. Holquist (eds.), tr.
Vern W. McGee (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1986).
30 See Homi Bhabha, “The Postcolonial and the Postmodern: The question of agency,” i n The Location of
Culture (London: Routledge, 1994), pp. 245-282.
31 See Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist
Theory,” Theatre Journal, Vol. 40, no. 4 (Dec 1988), pp. 519-531.
32 See Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson, “Psychology: Authoring a Self,” in Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of
a Prosaics (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), p. 187. 
33 For more on this topic, see Sigmund Freud, Writings on Art and Literature (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 1997). 
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activity we perform all the time.’34 Similarly, whereas Freud regards creativity as mainly the
result of an unconscious process, for Bakhtin creativity is a process that happens mainly on a
conscious level, although it entails the involvement of all the heterogeneous and complex
layers of which consciousness is formed.35
In other words, Bakhtin views creativity and art as processes that involve a deep and
complex consciousness. What is more, Bakhtin envisages creativity as a mainly social act
resulting from the prevalently conscious work undertaken by the entire personality of the
artist in his interaction with “The Other.” Bakhtin suggested that a certain degree of
“outsideness” and the encounter with “The Other” were necessary conditions for art. Without
the interaction with “The Other” in the domain of social experience – as he argued in “Author
and Hero in Aesthetic Activity”36– the artist is stuck at the level of fantasy, a form of “inner
imitation”37 where the author can imagine but can’t impart an image to anything, suggesting
that, at the level of fantasy, there is no possibility of contact with “The Other” and therefore
no possibility for art. As such, the intersubjective nature of creativity in Bakhtin suggests that
real creativity in itself is primarily a social act – an act depending upon the relationship
between subjectivities.  Creativity is not a response to unconscious bodily frustrations,38 but
an act of conscious embodiment,39 an act of conscious figuration.  
In Bakhtin’s global theory of “Prosaics” – the aesthetics of a literary text are never
really disconnected from an investigation of the psychological dynamics that entail the
process of aesthetic activity, nor from the ethical concerns that the relationship between the
author and his subject/object of representation might raise. As Morson and Emerson argued,
the relationship between author and hero that represents one of the gravitational points of
Bakhtin’s theory of the novel provides only one of the possible configurations and models of
the meta-literary and meta-linguistic relationship between “Self” and “Other.”
Consequently, I suggest that Bakhtin’s conception of the creative act as a basically
social act that originates in the encounter between the artist and “The Other,” might represent
a useful key model to examine and challenge the ensemble of broader ethical concerns that,
34 “Psychology: Authoring a Self,” p. 187. 
35 See Bakhtin’s late phase of critical trajectory, especially his theory of speech acts:  M. Bakhtin, Speech
Genres and Other Late Essays, Caryl Emerson and M. Holquist (eds.), tr. Vern W. McGee (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1986). 
36 See Mikhail Bakhtin, “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity,” i n Art and Answerability: Early
Philosophical Essays by M. M. Bakhtin, tr. Vadimir Liapunov (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990), pp.
4-256.
37 Morson and Emerson, “Psychology: Authoring a Self,” pp. 187-188.
38 See Freud, Writings on Art and Literature.
39 Morson and Emerson, “Psychology: Authoring a Self,” p. 188. 
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outside the exclusively literary domain, always characterizes the multiple and heterogeneous
occasions of political and social life in which different subjectivities interact and come to
terms with each other. In such circumstances – not unlike what happens in the exclusively
literary domain – we always encounter the problem of representation from the space of
contact between different subjectivities. Postcolonial discourses that suggest a way to “read”
the question of representation often bring into focus issues of gender, race, nationality,
political and religious identity that emerge mainly from an intersubjective dimension.
Going back to Bakhtin’s model of the aesthetic act might prove useful to understand
the measure in which the aesthetic event can be seen and explored – by literary or cultural
critics – as it originates in the realm of daily, intersubjective activity. Thus conceived, this
theory of aesthetic activity necessarily requires the elaboration of a psychological model to
clarify the relationship between selves. As Morson and Emerson suggested, ‘the problem of
author and hero is also the problem of each self’s relation to others.’40 Therefore, while
elaborating his aesthetic theory, Bakhtin must have kept in mind his larger “ethical”
concerns.
The first aesthetic problem encountered by Bakhtin in his elaboration of his model of
the creative act is that surrounding the complex problem of figuration. As he argued, the first
requirement the author of a literary text – in his case, of a novel – must meet, is that of
providing the hero with an image, of embodying him. However, the process through which
the author creates the image of a character in a literary text is always, Bakhtin explained,
partial and incomplete. Through the process of embodiment – which comprises all processes
of image-making – the author is forced in fact to give to his character a finalized image, by
disguising the real unfinalizability of the character and of his life.41 The relationship between
author and hero, however close, is never completely identical, as ‘the crucial values for real
selves are nonfusion and interaction.’42 
In conclusion, Bakhtin was particularly interested in considering literature primarily
as a particular form of praxis, and, as such, he attempted to reveal and dissect the
mechanisms of its production. As Morson and Emerson have highlighted, in Bakhtin’s
complex literary theory, reflections and observations on the aesthetics aspect of the literary
text are never freestanding, but are always justifiable in the light of a more complex model of
aesthetic activity. This model, in contrast with the more popular Freudian one, examines the
40 Ibid, p. 189. 
41 Morson and Emerson, “Psychology: Authoring a Self,” in Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics, Part II:
“Problems of Authorship,” pp. 172-230.
42 Ibid, p. 184. 
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psychological dynamics that offer aesthetic activity as the complex process that determines
the making of the literary text from the place of interaction between different subjectivities. 
As such, the modernity of Bakhtin’s theory relies, I believe, in its ability to shed light
on the literary text not only as a finished, fixed product, but always in relation to the
intersubjective type of praxis that lies beneath its production.  I suggest that Bakhtin’s theory
of the aesthetic act can be applied in contemporary and current debates on World Literature.
Indeed, these often foster an approach to literature as a process rather than as a series of
products.43
The reflections Bakhtin developed in The Dialogic Imagination and in his essay
“Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity” are of particular relevance for this research as they
provide a key not only to interrogating the aesthetic and poetical aspects of the text, but also a
way to better understand the more complex and profound psychological dynamics that
preside and underpin its making. They will allow me to contemplate dialogue in relation to
Bakhtin’s psychological model of the self as being essentially dialogic.44 I will draw upon
this critical perspective in my analysis of V.S. Naipaul’s literary production, by investigating
the interactive processes that take place between Naipaul and his characters-informants in the
non-fictional An Area of Darkness (1964) and in the fictional The Mimic Men (1967).
By also considering the perspective represented by the micro-politics of the text at the
same time as the macro-politics of the environment that stands in the background to its
production, I hope to show that a certain shift of the epistemic position of the author with
regards to the society represented has also taken place as a consequence of specific historical
ruptures and ideological changes that have occurred in the postcolonial order of the world. In
conclusion, through my analysis, I will try to show how the ideological changes that have
taken place in the historical environment with the post-colonial order of the world are
primarily evident in the stylistic choices behind the making of these texts, “encapsulated” in
their rhetorical aspects, and reflected by the conscious or unconscious choices of their
authors.
My arguments and the methodological assumptions I use draw inspiration from those
formulated in a different representational and historical context by Mary Louise Pratt. At the
43 For more on the current of World Literature, see Franco Moretti, “Evolution, World Systems, Welt-
Literatur,” in Gunilla Lindberg-Wada (ed.), Studying Transnational Literary History (Berlin: De Gruyter,
2006); Pascale Casanova, The World Republic of Letters, trans. M.B. Debevoise (Harvard: Harvard
University Press, 2007).
44 Morson and Emerson, “Psychology: Authoring a Self,” in Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics, pp. 172-
230. 
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beginning of her brilliant excursus on travel writings from the imperial period, she
suggested:45 ‘In these case studies [drawn on travel writing], I make a strong methodological
assumption: that important historical transitions alter the way people imagine, feel and think
about the world they live in. The shifts in writing, then, will tell you something about the
nature of the changes. Such shifts in writing, if they are historically profound, affect more
than one genre.’46
1.3 The Post-colonial and the Alter-colonial: Rescuing Post-colonialism 
from Dichotomies
In the course of this research project, I will place particular focus on the fact that the texts I
have chosen to place at the centre of my critical analysis have all been written in the
immediate wake of (or after) independence in once colonized nations: Nigeria (Return to
Laughter), Ghana, Tanganyika, Uganda (The Shadow of the Sun), Egypt (In an Antique
Land), Isabella (The Mimic Men), India (An Area of Darkness). 
Given the historical context of this investigation, in order to orient my own position
on the meaning of the post-colonial, it was imperative to deal with some of the principal
frames and paradigms through which the category of the post-colonial has been defined in the
field of postcolonial theory, as well as what these contain. A common concern for
postcolonial theorists, since Said’s47 seminal work, has been the recognition of the substantial
implications of the imperialist and colonialist processes on the processes of cultural
production. In a very effective formulation, the authors of The Empire Writes Back have
argued that one way of interpreting the post-colonial is by identifying it broadly with those
cultures that have been ‘affected by the imperial process from the moment of colonisation to
the present day.’48
Other formulations have highlighted that the concept has often been used in a
confusing, contradictory and heterogeneous way, conferring to the post-colonial a similar
“theoretical burden” to that generated by the term identity. Drawing on an argument
45 Mary Louise Pratt has looked, in Imperial Eyes, at the production of travel writings in the period of
European colonial expansion. See Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation,
2nd edn (London and NY: Routledge, 1992). 
46 See Mary Louise Pratt, “Introduction: Criticism in the contact zone,” in Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and
Transculturation, p. 5.
47 See Edward Said, Orientalism (London: Routledge, 1978).
48 Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin (eds.), The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in
Post-Colonial Literatures (London: Routledge, 1989), p. 2.
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developed by Andrea O’Reilly Herrera in Dialogizing Postcoloniality,49 we can argue that the
post-colonial ‘has been applied liberally as a unifying theoretical paradigm, which imposes
an “imaginary coherence”50 on the experience of colonialism and consequently elides the
singularities that distinguish vastly different experiences and forms of imperialism and their
attendant ideologies and modes of thought.’51
Other critics have given formulations of the post-colonial that added to its category
aspects of discontinuity or resistance with regards to colonial cultural practices and
ideologies. Through looking at the post-colonial by highlighting the emergence of cultural
productions that are shown to diverge from, or be in opposition to, the dominant “colonial”
epistemological and aesthetic paradigm, this second critical approach has suggested two
interpretative threads.  The first looks at the emergence of the post-colonial in the occurrence
– within the still supposedly colonial period of history52 – of cultural phenomena that show a
model in opposition to the dominant discursive model. The second considers the post-
colonial by referring to the emergence of cultural practices that occur only in the aftermath of
the process of de-colonization in the previously colonized nations. Following the first of
these, Stephen Slemon has framed the post-colonial as a concept that proves most useful
when it ‘locates a specifically anti- or post-colonial discursive purchase in culture’53 rather
than when it is ‘used synonymously with a post-independence historical period in once
colonized nations.’54 By considering, on the other hand, the post-colonial in relation to the
historical dis-continuity that the process of de-colonization and in-dependence have brought
in the cultural field, some scholars have argued that, ultimately, ‘post-colonial writing and art
can only be produced in the wake of independence.’55
In An Introduction to Postcolonial Theory,56 Peter Childs and Patrick Williams have
49 Andrea O’Reilly Herrera, “Introduction. In Other Words: An Alternative to the Post-in Post-colonialism,” in
Ewa B. Luczak, Justyna Wierzchowska and Joanna Ziarkowska (eds.), In Other Words: Dialogizing
Postcoloniality, Race and Ethnicity. Encounters. The Warsaw Studies in English Culture, Language,
Literature and Visual Arts (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2012), pp. 7-17.
50 For the use of this expression, see Stuart Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” in Jonathan Rutherford
(ed.), Identity: Community, Culture, Difference (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1990), p. 224.
51 See Andrea O’Reilly Herrera, “In Other Words: An Alternative to the Post-in Post-colonialism,” p. 7
52 For reasons of simplification, I am considering here the timeline of colonialism with reference to the period
of European colonial expansionism, roughly between 1870 and 1960.
53 Stephen Slemon, “Modernism’s Last Post,” in Ian Adam and Helen Tiffin (eds.), Past the Last Post:
Theorizing Post-Colonialism and Post-Modernism (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991), p. 3,
my emphasis. 
54 Ibid.  It is evident that this second perspective suggests a meaning of the suffix post- that is both temporal
and causative in suggesting discontinuity in relation to colonial cultural practices and ideologies. 
55 See Andrea O’Reilly Herrera, “In Other Words: An Alternative to the Post-in Post-colonialism,” p. 7.
56 See Peter Childs and Patrick Williams, An Introduction to Postcolonial Theory (London: Pearson, 1997). 
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argued that the formulations of the concept of the post-colonial that highlight the occurrence
of anti-colonial discursive models in the domain of culture are among the most relevant.
These appear to add one of its most important meanings to the post- concept, by adding the
dimension of resistance to imperialism and imperial cultural practices that represents one of
the most interesting and relevant ideological aspects of post-colonial thinking.57 By
highlighting this resistance, others scholars have argued that we may consider ‘oppositional
art produced within a colonial context – such as Indigenous, Native or First Nation
expression’58 – also as post-colonial.
This research is ultimately concerned with conceiving and problematizing the post-
colonial by suggesting discursive agendas that are in opposition to or in contrast with the
typical inscriptions of colonial power and its typical discursive strategies of representation.
The intention of exploring the occurrences, as well as the discursive and stylistic
characteristics, of what may well represent examples of anti-colonial cultural practices in the
domain of literature, has brought me to build a theoretical framework that draws on literary,
anthropological theory and linguistics in an attempt to analyze the cultural encounter narrated
in the text. 
I will be making use of theoretical lenses drawn from the fields of linguistics,
phenomenology and literary criticism to suggest that the author of the post-colonial text being
studied shows a clear intention of breaking with the epistemologies and modes of colonial
discourse. On the other hand, I will indicate how these have often encapsulated the author
and the colonial subjectivity at the centre of his/her representation in a “binary” opposition,
reproducing in an aesthetic and representative context the same imbalance of power that, on a
political level, has traditionally divided the “East” from the “West.”
In order to  examine the critical seam that highlights a relevant discontinuity of the so-
called post-colonial from the dominant cultural and ideological practices of imperialism and
its related forms and practices in the neo-colonial world, I looked at recent reflections literary
critics such as Nicolas Bourriaud59 and Andrea O’ Reilly Herrera have suggested respectively
in The Radicant and in Dialogizing Postcoloniality.60 In his meditation on post-modernism
57 Ibid., “Introduction: Points of departure,” p. 3. 
58 See Andrea O’Reilly Herrera, “Introduction. In Other Words: An Alternative to the Post-in Post-
colonialism,” p. 7, my emphasis.
59 See Nicolas Bourriaud, The Radicant (New York: Lukas and Sternberg, 2009). 
60 See Andrea O’Reilly Herrera, “Introduction. In Other Words: An Alternative to the Post-in Post-
Colonialism,” in Ewa B. Luczak, Justyna Wierzchowska and Joanna Ziarkowska (eds.) In Other Words:
Dialogizing Postcoloniality, Race and Ethnicity. Encounters. The Warsaw Studies in English Culture,
Language, Literature and Visual Arts (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2012), pp. 7-17.
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and contemporary art, Bourriaud warns against the troubles that may easily be generated by
using the prefix post-. This, he argues, is likely to foster ‘a mode of thought that inevitably
yokes the present and the future to a past that presumably cannot be surpassed.’61 He claims
that:
The prefix “alter” which may be regarded as pointing to the end of the culture of the
“post”- is thus linked both to the notion of an alternative as well as to the notion of
multiplicity. More precisely, it designates a different relationship with time: no longer the
aftermath of a historical moment, but the infinite extension of the kaleidoscopic play of
temporal loops in the service of a vision of history as a spiral, which advances while
turning back upon itself. Altermodernity, which represents a change of position vis-á-vis
the phenomenon of modernity, does not regard the latter as an event to be depicted but as
one phenomenon among others to be explored and envisaged in a space finally divested
of hierarchy, that of a globalized culture busy with new syntheses.62
In the wake of Bourriaud’s argument about the possibility of substituting the word post-
modernity with alter-modernity, Andrea O’ Reilly Herrera has suggested the possibility of
operating the same substitution in the term post-colonial. The new specification of the post-
colonial as alter-colonial, argues Herrera, could prove useful in helping to prevent dangerous
and slippery misconceptions of the category of the post-colonial, by indicating with more
conceptual clarity that post-colonialism really indicates the end of a certain type of culture.63
At the same time, the prefix “alter” could serve to introduce a new meaning to the category of
post-colonial by suggesting the possibility, implicit in the post-colonial cultural formations,
of offering an alternative to the culture affected by imperialism. As Bourriaud originally
argued, the prefix “alter” is connected both to the notion of an alternative, as well as to that
of variation and multiplicity.64
In conclusion, Herrera’s vision allows for a vision of the post-colonial as an active,
processual and analytical concept that can avoid the limitations and those “reifying” and
“homogenizing” connotations that have often been attributed to the term post-colonial. At the
same time, by substituting the prefix “post” with the prefix “alter” we may also introduce the
idea, as Herrera noted, ‘that the experience of colonialism and its after-math is relational,
61 See O’Reilly Herrera, “Introduction. In Other Words: An Alternative to the Post- in Post-colonialism,” p. 7.
62 See Bourriaud, The Radicant, p. 186, my emphasis. 
63 See Andrea O’Reilly Herrera, “In Other Words: An Alternative to the Post- in Post-colonialism.” ‘In his
analysis, Bourriaud opts for the prefix alter- which he claims points to “the end of the culture of the post,”’
ibid, p. 8.
64 See Bourriaud, The Radicant, p. 186. 
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contingent and variable at the same time that it is localized, historically specific and
temporally located.’65
In the perspective suggested by alter-colonialism, we could acknowledge that
ideology and culture stand on a continuum, and therefore are not separate domains, an
observation that, in itself, could confer to the notion of culture a much more transformative,
processual and evolving character. In the perspective fostered by alter-colonialism, the post-
colonial text could be read through a process of ‘translation, re-inscription, and/or
transformation’66 from pre-existing cultural strategies. Aside from indicating a new possible
direction to the post-colonial through the elaboration of the category of the alter-colonial,
Herrera tries also to collocate the new position and role that the post-colonial writer – or,
more generally, the post-colonial artist – might play in the production of the cultural text. She
argues that, ‘as the alter-colonial writer or artist undergoes the practice of translating, re-
inscribing and/or transforming the colonial sign, s/he also encounters newness and the
possibility of the alternative.’67 Thus, by defining the essential role that the alter-colonial
writer plays in the representative process, Herrera advances the hypothesis that the writer,
rather than completely ignoring the practices and ideologies of colonialism, displaces and
destabilizes the signs that belong to colonial practices, suggesting an alternative or a new way
of making use of existing codes. 
I aim to develop the new critical orientation envisaged by Herrera, that reads the
“post”-colonial as “alter”-colonial, in the analysis of my case studies, by showing how at
times the author displaces and destabilizes the codes that belong to a colonial epistemology.
In this context, I aim at the same time move away from Spivak’s method of theorizing the
post-colonial representation in a way that tends to understand all discourse as “colonial”68 and
to reject the evidence that the process of de-colonization has had on the epistemological or
discursive aspects inherent to the literary representation.
This work aims to adopt a post- or rather an alter-colonial literary perspective through
the elaboration of a theoretical model that focuses mainly on the poetics of writing. This
intention rests on the assumption that a post-orientalist project might elaborate a theoretical
framework in in the same way that the Orientalist project sought to analyze the figurative
65 See Andrea O’Reilly Herrera, “In Other Words: An Alternative to the Post- in Post-colonialism,” p. 8.
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid, my emphasis.
68 For more on this topic see Neil Lazarus, “Disavowing decolonization:  nationalism, intellectuals, and the
question of representation in postcolonial theory,” in Neil Lazarus, Nationalism and Cultural Practice in the
Postcolonial World (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999), pp. 68-143.
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devices and stylistic choices put into place by the author ‘not only to understand [but rather]
in some cases to control, manipulate, even to incorporate, what is a manifestly different (or
alternative and novel) world.’69 I suggest that an alter-colonial literary perspective could
move from an analysis of the figurative devices and stylistic choices that, conversely, provide
the signal or the symptom that a certain shift of epistemological perspective from that
envisaged by the paradigm of Orientalism has taken place in the context of representation. I
am particularly interested in examining this epistemological shift in relation to the historical
shift produced by the postcolonial world order in the specific representational context
provided by my case studies. 
My critical intention is to move from the poetical and stylistic aspects employed by
the author in these texts to open a broader investigation of the political context of these texts’
production, and especially to problematize questions of epistemology in the text, by placing a
special emphasis on the positionality that the author occupies with regards to his/her subjects
of representation. Given the interdisciplinary nature of the field of post-colonialism, I have
considered that only a complex and interdisciplinary theoretical framework could provide the
necessary tools to answer the complex set of primarily epistemological questions that are
relevant to an understanding of the process of cultural representation in the complex and
trans-cultural social spaces that characterize the nature of the post-colonial and of the
contemporary world. The overall scope of my research was aided by the fact that I have
chosen to investigate only a small, but, I believe, representative, selection of texts that were
produced in the wake of independence in previously colonized nations by authors who are
typically outsiders to these regions’ political and cultural realities, being Europeans or
educated in the West, as in the case of Amitav Ghosh and V.S. Naipaul. 
1.4 Cultural Identity and Performativity in the Text: Stuart Hall, John 
Austin, Judith Butler
I am also aware that the theoretical lenses drawn from separate fields such as
phenomenology, linguistic and literary criticism could provide a better standpoint from which
to explore and observe the way in which cultural identity emerges from the specific
experiences of the cultural encounters staged in these literary representations. Hence, I have
followed Stuart Hall’s suggestion of considering cultural identity not ‘as an accomplished
fact’ but rather as a ‘[form of] “production, ”which is never complete, [but] always in
69 See Said, “Introduction,” in Orientalism, p. 12. 
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process, and always constituted within, not outside, representation.’70 As Hall argued,
‘practices of representation always implicate the positions from which we speak or write –
the positions of enunciation.’71 By seeing cultural identity as a processual formation, I will be
particularly interested in exploring the type of positionality that the author assumes in relation
to the subjectivities represented, especially, although not exclusively, in relation to the
dialogues that characterize the daily communication and interaction between the author and
the informants/characters at the centre of his/her representation. 
In an attempt to shed light on the process of formation of the cultural identity of the
post-colonial subjectivities, I will reflect and draw on Judith Butler’s interpretation of
performativity in her discourse of gender,72 by drawing the initial meaning of the notion of
the performative from the domain of the philosophy of language. With the term performative,
John L. Austin73 originally intended those utterances where “saying something” corresponded
with “doing something.” In this category, Austin included “promises,” “apologies,” “bets,”
“predictions,” and “commands,” all of which presuppose the statement of an intention on the
part of the speaker.  In opposition, Austin placed the so-called “constative” utterances, those
that – by indicating a “statement” or a “description” – are conversely subject to criteria of
truth and falsehood.74
Judith Butler has applied the notion of performativity as it was initially conceived by
Austin and Searle in the domain of the philosophy of language75 to her discourse of gender
and to the process of gender constitution. By revising the phenomenological tradition and the
doctrine of constituting acts, Butler argues that gender is instituted through ‘the stylization of
the body’ and it must be understood therefore ‘as the mundane way in which bodily gestures,
movements and enactments of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered
70 See Stuart Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” in J. Rutherford (ed.), Identity: Community, Culture,
Difference (London: Lawrence and Wishart. 1990), p. 222.
71 Ibid.
72 See Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist
Theory,” Theatre Journal, Vol. 40, no. 4. (Dec 1988), pp. 519-531.
73 See John L. Austin, How to do Things with Words (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1975). 
74 See John R. Searle, “Austin on Locutionary and Illocutionary Acts,” The Philosophical Review, Vol. 77, no.
4 (Oct 1968), p. 406. At a later stage of his speech theory, Austin will replace the initial distinction between
a “constative” and a “performative” utterance with that between a “locutionary” and an “illocutionary” act.
Austin explained that whereas a locutionary act consists in uttering a sentence that has a certain meaning
characterized by “sense” and “reference,” an illocutionary act takes place when a sentence is pronounced
with a certain “force.” For more on this topic, see also J. R. Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy
of Language (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969). 
75 In the philosophy of language, as we have seen, the “performative” utterances are indicated as those were
“saying something is doing something.” See J. L. Austin: How to Do Things with Words (Harvard: Harvard
University Press, 1975); J. R. Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1969). 
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self.’76 She argues that gender, rather than being a stable and reified identity, is an identity
that is constituted in time through the repetition of acts and through a powerful “stylization”
of the body that creates the illusion of a gendered self.  In light of these observations, it is
easy to suggest that Butler draws on the “performative” character of gender constitution to
contest the “reified” and “substantial” status of its identity. Taking these observations into
consideration, I will develop a critical reading of the formation of cultural identity in the
representative context of Amitav Ghosh’s multi-generic In an Antique Land.
Through my analysis of In an Antique Land, I will be arguing that Ghosh shapes the
identity of the Egyptian villagers of Lataifa and Nashawy against the background of a similar
performative dimension to that evoked by Butler in her genealogy of gender. I will likewise
be suggesting that the identity of the villagers emerges through a “performative
accomplishment” that is compelled by specific restraints such as “social sanctions” and
“taboos.”77 Specifically, I will be showing how Ghosh emphasizes and brings certain acts into
“stylization” – including simple gestures and bodily movements – that the Egyptian villagers
perform and repeat in their everyday lives by deriving from them the illusion and appearance
of something substantial. As an example of this process of identity-formation, I will be
looking at the “reiterated” description that the author makes of the villagers’ traditional
costume, the jallabeyya. I will suggest that – through the description Ghosh makes of
gestures displayed by the villagers – broader processes come to light through which, as Butler
has noted in her genealogy of gender, ‘the body comes to bear cultural meanings.’78
In my reading of In An Antique Land, I will be bringing Butler’s notion of
performativity and the original meaning of the notion of performativity in the domain of the
philosophy of language to a critical intersection.79 In doing so, I will identify the speech acts
between the anthropologist and the Egyptian villagers as those most crucial and diversified
performative acts through which both cultural identities of the interlocutors come to be
defined – that of the liberal Hindu (Ghosh) and of the more or less “orthodox” Muslim (the
Egyptian villagers). I will try to show how the dialogues between them are predominantly
made up of “performative” utterances, where “saying something” is “doing something,” and
which contain the expression of an intention from the speaker. At a later stage, I will be
arguing that the performative utterances – which form the “raw material” for most of the
76 See Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution,” p. 519, my emphasis. 
77 Ibid., p. 520. 
78 Ibid.
79 See previously for a brief indication of the distinction between performative and constative utterances in the
early stages of Austin’s theory of speech acts. 
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dialogues of In an Antique Land – represent the preferred performative acts through which
the cultural identities of the speakers are shaped: that of the Indian and that of the Egyptian,
that of the Hindu and that of the Muslim. At a third stage of my argumentation, I will
highlight how the mutual confrontation of habits, social experiences and perspectives of the
world between the two cultures that comes into being in the narrative context through the use
of dialogue80 is not devoid of conflicts and mutual “clashes.”
1.5 Towards a Comparative Narratology
In 1996, José Angel Garcia Landa and Susana Onega’s pioneering work Narratology: An
Introduction81 called for a narratological shift in literature. Their enthusiasm for a
comparative narratology partially overlapped with comparative poetics. At the time, the
editors of the anthology argued that: ‘A comparative narratology addresses such matters such
as the structural differences of given narrative genres or sub-genres, the phenomenological
difference between narrative and other literary and artistic phenomena, and the comparative
poetics of different cultures and traditions.’82 Since then, the project for a ‘comparative
narratology’ has grown, gradually showing the potential for an interdisciplinary enterprise.
Students and scholars in the humanities – working in literary studies, sociology, psychology,
philosophy and other disciplines – have started looking for new analytical tools and key
concepts with which to interpret and approach the cultural text.
In 2012, Marina Grishakova called for a ‘new’ formulation of the narratological
paradigm.83 This, she argued, might take into account the “cognitive turn” recently taken by
studies on storytelling, which have unveiled the cognitive and neurobiological underpinnings
of this typically human practice. From this perspective, comparative narratology might turn to
‘the study of various traditions and conventions of storytelling, to the typology of plot and
characters, to the migration of stories across cultures and their impact on cultural
sensibilities.’84 Grishakova’s recent call for a reformulation of the narratological approach in
a discipline she calls ‘comparative narrative studies’ has left in fact open for us, scholars
working in the humanities, the problem of how to accommodate the narratological paradigm
80 I am here referring here to dialogue as both a linguistic and a metalinguistic function of the utterance. See
this work's Chapter 1 for a brief synopsis of  Bakhtin’s analytical category of dialogue.
81 See Susana Onega and José Angel Garcia Landa (eds.), Narratology: An Introduction
(London and New York: Longman, 1996).
82 Ibid., p. 25. 
83 See Marina Grishakova, “State of the Discipline: Towards Comparative Narrative Studies,” Inquire: Journal
of Comparative Literature, Issue 2:2 (June 2012). 
84 Ibid.
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in the study of the literary, and, more broadly, of the cultural text, in a way that would
hopefully allow us to re-frame its interpretation.
Compatible with the narrative approach to the study of literature is the work Yuri
Lotman developed in The Structure of the Artistic Text85 (1977).  Lotman ‘distinguished
between non-narrative texts, (such as calendars, phone books and lyrical poems) which
describe and validate specific “possible” words, with their own norms, hierarchies and
inventories of things; and narrative texts, as representations of events that transgress borders,
undermine hierarchies and break norms.’86 His critical approach has suggested that, far from
being simply representations of “reality,” stories ‘provide access to the value systems
embedded in social worlds of collective intention, joint action and shared emotion.’87
In the course of this work, I will explore the possibility of turning to Bakhtin’s critical
theory of dialogue to enrich the narratological paradigm. I will suggest that Bakhtin’s
multifaceted theory of dialogue, which touches on literary, linguistic, metalinguistic and
psychological aspects of the literary text, might provide literary and cultural critics with a
valuable critical perspective to approach the literary and cultural text in a new light. 
1.6 Conclusions
By drawing on Bakhtin’s complex theory of dialogue his articulation of the notion of
dialogue in a diversified literary, linguistic, metalinguistic and psychological perspective –
my attempt in this research is to conduct an investigation of the forms of dialogism present in
the representative contexts provided by my case studies. In this way, I hope that the
theoretical tools drawn from this stratified perspective on dialogue well help me provide a
new ground for the critical reading of the power relations inherent in the process of writing,
as well as indicating a new way of interpreting how cultural identity gets shaped in a post-
colonial representative context. The elaboration of this critical perspective will be shown to
have some affinities with that which Andrea O’ Reilly Herrera has recently suggested
through her formulation of the post-colonial as alter-colonial.88 I suggest that this new
perspective could encourage the interpretation of the post-colonial text outside the still
“colonial” framework of an ever-present and totalizing epistemic violence,89 a form of critical
85 See Yuri Lotman, The Structure of the Artistic Text, tr. Gail Lenhoff and Ronald Vroon, Michigan Slavic
Contributions 7 (Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1977). 
86 See Marina Grishakova, “State of the Discipline: Towards Comparative Narrative Studies,” Inquire: Journal
of Comparative Literature, Issue 2:2 (June 2012).
87 Ibid.
88 See Andrea O’Reilly Herrera, “In Other Words: An Alternative to the Post-in Post-colonialism.”
89 See this work’s Chapter 3 for a concise specification of the main line of criticism directed to Spivak’s critical
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reading that doesn’t seem to take sufficiently into account the ideological changes that the
post-colonial world order and the process of de-colonization have had on cultural practices.
Throughout this research project, I will be focusing especially, although not
exclusively, on those specific and contingent dialogic situations that happen to be reproduced
at the level of the text and in the cultural encounters between the authors and the post-
colonial subjectivities at the centre of their representation.  This investigation will include –
although will not be limited to – an analysis and an investigation of the speech acts that
constitute some of the most prolific terrains in which to investigate the occurrence of dialogic
interactions between the author and the post-colonial subjectivity at the centre of his/her
representation, as these take place in the concrete situations of dialogue between the agents of
such interaction. I will indicate the concrete situations of dialogue between the author and
his/her informants/characters as some of the most powerful means through which, in the
context of textual representation, cultural identity is shaped.
By following this interpretative thread, my research will also intersect with the critical
perspective that Homi Bhabha briefly sketched in The Location of Culture in his essay “The
Postcolonial and the Postmodern.”90 Bhabha touched on some aspects of Bakhtin’s theory of
dialogue to encourage the possibility of overcoming the “impasse” in which the problem of
agency in a representative context has encroached into the context of postcolonial theory, and
precisely by applying to the postcolonial (con)text some conceptual tools drawn from
Bakhtin’s theory of dialogue.
Also in “The Postcolonial and the Postmodern,”91 Bhabha outlined the possibility of
drawing on Bakhtin’s theory of dialogue, and, in particular, on the latest developments of this
critical theory,92 in order to displace and, therefore, to explore the question of agency in an
enunciative and discursive context. The question of agency, in fact, has always represented
one of the most controversial, as well as one of the most scrutinized, critical questions in the
field of postcolonial literary studies, since Gayatri Spivak elaborated her critical position on
the subaltern in “Can the Subaltern Speak.”93 As Bhabha noted:
Bakhtin’s displacement of the author as agent results from his acknowledgement of the
system.
90 See “The Postcolonial and the Postmodern: The question of agency,” in The Location of Culture (London:
Routledge: 1994), pp. 245-282. 
91 Homi Bhabha, “The Postcolonial and the Postmodern.”
92 See M. Bakhtin, Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, tr. Vern McGee, Caryl Emerson and Michael
Holquist (eds.) (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1986). 
93 See Gayatri Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Gary Nelson and Larry Grossberg (eds.) Marxism and
the Interpretation of Culture (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1988), pp. 271-313.
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‘complex, multiplanar’ structure of the speech genre that exists in that kinetic tension in-
between the two forces of contingency. The spatial boundaries of the object of utterance
are contiguous in the assimilation of the other’s speech; but the allusion to another’s
utterance produces a dialogical turn, a moment of indeterminacy in the act of
‘addressivity’ (Bakhtin’s concept) that gives rise within the chain of speech
communication to ‘unmediated responsive reactions and dialogic reverberations.’94
To shape Bhabha’s re-elaboration of Bakhtin’s concepts in the context of the post-colonial
project for the purposes of this thesis, I suggest that an analysis of the dialogues in my case
studies could be very useful in order to ‘reconstitute the discourse of cultural difference’95
that has emerged as one of the principal theoretical aims of postcolonial criticism.
The theoretical lenses that I will draw from Bakhtin’s global theory of dialogue in the
course of my analysis will not, however, be disconnected from a consideration of
performativity as another category that – as I will be trying to suggest throughout this work –
I believe holds one of the keys to understanding the process of formation of cultural identity
in the scenario represented by our increasingly hybridized and cosmopolitan world and that is
well reflected in the narrative structure of these literary texts. The complexity and dynamic
character inherent to processes of subject formation in a post-colonial representational
context – that I hope that I will able to show through my analysis – will allow me to enter into
conversation with the latest developments of Spivak’s critical trajectory in Death of a
Discipline (2003).96 At the basis of the new approach that Spivak encourages for the future of
(comparative) literary studies lies the recognition of a far more “interactive” “dynamic” and
“intersubjective” character to the nature of the cultural formation. This new approach for
literary studies could ‘give us entry to the performativity of cultures as [these are] instantiated
in narrative.’97
94 Homi Bhabha, “The Postcolonial and the Postmodern,” p. 270, my emphasis. 
95 Ibid., p. 246, my emphasis.
96 See Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Death of a Discipline (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003). 
97 “Crossing Borders,” in Death of a Discipline, p. 13, my emphasis.
30
Chapter 2
Historical, Geographical and Disciplinary Contexts
Throughout this research, I will be adopting the “hybrid” approach of placing a series of texts
that belong to a variety of writing genres, both fictional and non-fictional, at the centre of
critical attention. These include novels, travel writings and ethnographies. These texts,
however, all share as a common denominator the fact that they were written in the post-
colonial period, that is either in correspondence to the process of independence in the colonial
nations in which they are set, or a few decades after the emergence of independence in
previously colonized nations. Laura Bohannan’s Return to Laughter was written in 1954, a
few years before Nigeria achieved its independence from British colonial rule, and Ryszard
Kapuściński’s travelogue The Shadow of the Sun starts to unfold in Ghana in 1958 – the year
in which Ghana was the first Sub-Saharan nation to achieve independence from colonial rule
– although the travelogue spans over four decades. On the other hand, a post-colonial
scenario forms the backdrop of V.S. Naipaul’s An Area of Darkness, written in 1964 when
the author was travelling to India, and to his novel The Mimic Men (1967), set in London and
on the fictional Caribbean island of Isabella. The most recent text is Amitav Ghosh’s In an
Antique Land, set in Egypt in the 1980s, although published in 1992.  
Given the historical and geographical context in which these narratives are situated,
my aim will be to investigate, using a variety of theoretical lenses, the points of rupture and,
where present, the continuities, between a colonial past and a supposedly post-colonial
present. In order to question aspects of power relations inherent to the representative process
of each of my case studies, my main focus will be the relationship between the author and the
subjectivities represented. This epistemological perspective will allow me to disregard the
specificities that these narratives present in terms of their geographical framework, and to
draw together narratives that are set in different regions of the post-colonial world: Africa,
the Middle East and India. 
The “hybrid” approach is motivated by my attempt to break excessively narrow
disciplinary boundaries and to allow dialogue between often separated fields of study, such as
anthropology and literature. The practice of ethnography, as the study and representation of
cultures and, historically, “races,” is recognized to be one of the major contact zones of post-
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colonial theory.98 Therefore, I aim to contextualize the interpretation of these texts that
emerges from the analysis of their literary specificity within the broader critical perspectives
that have been elaborated in these texts’ disciplinary context. In particular, I will be looking
at critical studies that James Clifford99 and Renato Rosaldo100 developed in the field of
anthropology and ethnographic writing in the 1980s, and to more recent ones in which Olaf
Zenker and Karsten Kumoll101 revised and critiqued the Writing Culture movement in
ethnographic writing.  In the context of literary writing, I will be looking at critical studies on
the novel by Mikhail Bakhtin102 and, more recently, by Michael Moses in his important work,
The Novel and the Globalization of Culture.103 Regarding studies on travel writing, I will be
considering critical perspectives developed by Mary Louise Pratt,104 James Duncan and Derek
Gregory,105Jan Borm and Tim Youngs,106 S. Shankar and David Spurr. By exploring these
broader critical perspectives, I hope to be able to examine, more easily and more
competently, questions of power relations inherent to these textual representations, bringing
an awareness that will allow me to better interpret these texts’ representative strategies, and
to provide a better key to understand questions of epistemology that underpin the text. 
2.1 Ethnography: The Disciplinary Space of Cultural Difference
Historically speaking, the discipline of anthropology has been particularly concerned with the
study of cultural difference. Ethnography, as a discipline of social description,107can provide a
fertile place to study the representation of cultural difference in a literary arena, to help
theorists to overcome the ‘poststructuralist eschewal of the question of truth’.108  In fact, I
98 See Peter Childs and Patrick Williams, “Post-colonial intersections,” in An Introduction to Postcolonial
Theory (London: Pearson, 1997), pp. 185-225. 
99 See James Clifford and George Marcus (eds.), Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography
(Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1986). 
100 See Renato Rosaldo, Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis (Boston, Mass: Beacon Press,
1989). 
101 See Olaf Zenker and Karsten Kumoll (eds.), Beyond Writing Culture: Current Intersections of
Epistemologies and Representational Practices (London: Berghahn Books, 2010). 
102 See Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, tr. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist. (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1981).
103 See Michael Moses, The Novel and the Globalization of Culture (Cary, NC: Oxford University Press, 1995).
104 See Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, 2nd edn (New York: Routledge,
1992); Pratt, “Fieldwork in Common Places,” in Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography
(Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1986). 
105 See James Duncan and Derek Gregory (eds.), Writes of Passage: Reading Travel Writing (London:
Routledge, 1999). 
106 See Glenn Hooper and Tim Youngs (eds.), Perspectives on Travel Writing. Studies in European Cultural
Transition, Vol. 19 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004). 
107 See Renato Rosaldo, Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis.
108 See Neil Lazarus, “Disavowing Decolonization,” in Nationalism and Cultural Practice in the Postcolonial
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suggest that an intersection between the field of cultural anthropology and post-colonial
literary studies could prove useful in providing a new “space” for effecting an interpretative
practice.
In a very incisive call for a “post-positivist” standpoint in postcolonial studies, Satya
P. Mohanty invited literary critics to overcome the risk of relativism and scepticism which we
have incurred by often accepting excessively constraining theoretical premises. Mohanty
suggests that, in order to overcome the theoretical “impasse” that relativists,  ‘who emphasize
almost exclusively the extent to which cultures are distinct, different and
incommensurable’109 have incurred, we should start by recognizing – in the manner of an
anthropologist  who,  through his/her experience of fieldwork, is much more in contact  with
“empirical” reality – that ‘we [all] share a “world” (no matter how partially) with the other
culture, a world whose causal relevance is not purely intracultural.’110 This post-positivist
conception of objectivity111 could also allow us to approach particular cross-cultural
“disputes” and situations of cultural interchange in an open-ended way,112 proving to be
particularly effective in the “unavoidably” difficult task of exploring and studying social and
cultural difference.
Echoing Mohanty’s call, Neil Lazarus has targeted his critique at Spivak’s way of
theorizing. Lazarus argues that:
The central problem with Spivak’s theorization of the subalternity is that in its relentless
and one-sided focus on the problematics of representation as reading, it contrives to
displace or endlessly defer the epistemological question – that concerning truth. As I
have already indicated, Spivak freely admits that as a Marxist she prefers certain
representations (of “the people”, of particular events, etc.) over others. But she seldom (if
ever) acknowledges that some representations might be more accurate – that is more
adequate to their object – than others.113
By welcoming both Mohanty’s and Lazarus’s perspectives, we can understand why an
intersection between an exclusively literary and an anthropological perspective could prove
useful and enrich an interpretative practice.  In fact, for the reasons they both offer by way of
World (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999), p. 116.
109 Satya P. Mohanty, “Colonial Legacies, Multicultural Futures: Relativism, Objectivity, and the Challenge of
Otherness,” PMLA, 110.1 (1995), pp. 114-15.
110 Ibid
111 Ibid. 
112 Ibid. 
113 Ibid., p. 114. 
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criticism of Spivak, I suggest that a richer interpretation and understanding of cultural
identity in a representational context could stem from directly placing the real-life cross-
cultural encounter, which anthropology and ethnography have made their principal object of
investigation, at the centre of the critical focus. As Mohanty suggests, only by ‘approaching
particular cross-cultural disputes in an open-ended way,’ that is by confronting “us” with
“them” (those who are culturally different from us) through our agreements or disagreements
in the face of the same things, the same features of the world, and, I would add, on the basis
of our reactions to the same events, can we really try to study and understand, and not only to
obliterate, cultural difference.114 She argues that only when approaching the cross-cultural
encounter in an open-ended way could it be possible ‘to make decolonization a meaningful
project involving cross-cultural contact and dialogue.’115 Only when adopting this critical
approach, can we hope to develop a ‘non-colonizing relationship with the other culture,’116
and not by ‘[..] accepting a theoretical premise [that hegemonic discourse has absolute
power] that makes anything that can be called a relationship impossible.’117
In Foucauldian terms, this research project is concerned with the relations between
discursive formations and non-discursive domains.118 By the non-discursive domain, Foucault
signified a complex series of realities, including institutions, political events, economic
practices and processes.119 In other words, by moving away from discursive considerations
that attain to the poetical and stylistic aspects of these texts, I aim to re-orient my own
position on the type of power-relationship that the author establishes with the Third World
society at the centre of his representation.
Therefore, when looking at texts based on ethnographic material –Laura Bohannan’s
Return to Laughter and Amitav Ghosh’s In an Antique Land – I will consider as a critical
framework of reference the studies the Writing Culture movement120 developed on the poetics
and the politics of ethnographic writing in the course of the 1980s, by looking back at the
crisis of discursive conventions that the discipline encountered from the 1960s. The Writing
114 Ibid.
115 Ibid. 
116 Ibid., p. 113. 
117 Ibid. 
118 See “Said: knowledge and power,” in Peter Childs and Patrick Williams, An Introduction to Postcolonial
Theory, pp. 97-121. ‘A discourse, for Foucault, is a collection of statements (frequently, although not
exclusively, a body of texts) unified by the designation of a common object of analysis, by particular ways of
articulating knowledge about that object, and by certain connections, especially regularity, order, and
systematicity,’ ibid, p. 98.
119 Ibid. 
120 See James Clifford and George Marcus (eds.), Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography 
(Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1986).
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Culture project shifted from the recognition of the often “artisanal,” “hybrid,” and
“interdisciplinary” characteristics of ethnography in order to analyze, register and compare its
representational strategies with those used by other disciplines. On another level, the
movement sought to raise questions related to the power relations that are implied in the
practice of writing “about,” “against” and “among” cultures. It also intended to take a
retrospective look at and, at the same time, to define the epistemological shift that had
already taken place in the discipline after Malinowski’s121 and Geertz’s122 interventions and to
document the “sea” change in the discipline in the course of the 1960s. As Renato Rosaldo
argued in Culture and Truth123 ‘[the] remaking of social analysis derives from the political
and the intellectual movements that arose during the newly postcolonial, yet intensely
imperialistic, period of the late 1960s.’124
The Writing Culture movement also sought to register the stylistic and discursive
differences between conventional (or classical) ethnography125 and the “new” ethnography
that was beginning to emerge in the 1960s, by simultaneously encouraging the growth and
expansion of the experimental forms of ethnographic writing that transcended the strategies
of the traditional, authoritarian ones that belonged to classical ethnography.126 All the new
approaches would have generated the adoption of a new set of stylistic conventions with the
effect of discarding the excessively monophonic style that characterized traditional
ethnography. From a specifically epistemological standpoint, a new perspective was opened
between the ethnographer and the native communities: his/her authorial and detached
knowledge of them was turned into a much more democratic relation to them. Accordingly,
the societies at the centre of ethnographic description changed from being simple objects of
description to acquiring the much more complex status of subjects. This epistemological shift
meant shaking those “tectonic plaques” on which the discipline of ethnography had based
itself, recognizing for the first time in the field the value of cultural difference, and echoing
some of the same ideological shifts that, in the same decade, were transforming other cultural
121 Branislaw Malinowski (1884-1942).
122 Clifford Geertz (1926-2006). The Writing Culture movement has often been intended as a “radicalization” of
Geertz’s interpretive anthropology, ‘but stripped of all reservations.’ See Adam Kuper, Culture: The
Anthropologists’ Account (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999). 
123 See Renato Rosaldo, Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis (Boston: Beacon Press, 1989).
124 Ibid., “The Erosion of Classic Norms,” p. 34. 
125 Rosaldo, in Culture and Truth, indicates with “classical” ethnography the period of ethnographic production
roughly between 1921 and 1971. 
126 Classical ethnography pretended to eliminate the emotional aspects inherent to the writing process as the
ethnographer assumed the position of the most detached observer. As Rosaldo argued, the aim of classical
ethnography was that of ‘portray[ing] a culture sufficiently static to be considered as an object of scientific
knowledge.’ “The Erosion of Classic Norms,” in Culture and Truth, p. 31.
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areas. This shift involved such aspects such as the discipline’s discursive strategies, with one
of these conventions relating directly to the role of the Native Informant in the writing
practice of ethnography. This figure, as Clifford attested, was to shift from being considered
as a merely passivesource only providing data to the anthropologist, towards a more active
role in the making of the ethnographic text. Clifford highlights how, through the practice of
introducing informants more fully in the text, the principle of dialogical textual production
was starting to develop in the context of ethnography.  In other words, in the context of
“reformed” ethnography, the Native Informant was to gradually become a “speaking”
subject: 
These fictions of dialogue have the effect of transforming the “cultural” text (a ritual, an
institution, a life history, or any unit of typical behavior to be described or interpreted)
into a speaking subject, who sees as well as is seen, who evades, argues, proves back. In
this view of ethnography the proper referent of any account is not a represented “world”;
now, it is specific instances of discourse. But the principle of dialogical textual
production goes well beyond the more or less artful presentation of “actual” encounters.
It locates cultural interpretations in many sorts of reciprocal contexts, and it obliges
writers to find diverse ways of rendering negotiated realities as multisubjective, power-
laden and incongruent. In this view, “culture” is always relational, an inscription of
communicative processes that exist, historically, between subjects in relations of
power.127
The critical point here is that the employment of dialogical modes started to appear to
specialists as the most appropriate discursive innovation in the attempt to stylistically and
poetically reproduce the ideological, as well as the epistemological, shift that the post-
colonial world order had brought in the cultural field. As Clifford argued, ‘polyvocality was
restrained and orchestrated in traditional ethnographies.’128 However, as he added, ‘Once
dialogism and polyphony are recognized as modes of textual production, monophonic
authority is questioned, revealed to be characteristic of a science that has claimed to
represent cultures.’129 He ultimately sought to apply and adapt to the field of ethnographic
writing the dynamics of those dialogical modes of writing Bakhtin had elaborated in his
analysis of the European realist novel:
127 “Introduction,” in Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography, p. 15, my emphasis.
128 Ibid. 
129 Ibid.
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Dialogical modes are not, in principle, autobiographic; they need not to lead to hyper
self-consciousness or self-absorption. As Bakhtin [...] has shown, dialogical processes
proliferate in any complexly represented discursive space (that of an ethnography, or, in
his case, a realist novel).130
In the same vein, Rosaldo exposes, in Culture and Truth,131 the inadequacies of old
conceptions of static cultures and detached observers that characterized “classical”
ethnography, calling for a social science and a discipline of social description that
acknowledges and celebrates diversity, narrative, emotion and subjectivity. 
In conclusion, I will develop a critical analysis of my case studies in light of some of
the reflections that the Writing Culture movement has developed on different modes of
textual production, by highlighting and documenting how some stylistic and discursive
aspects of the discipline have been gradually changing with the emergence of the post-
colonial world order. I intend to develop a reflection on the poetical as well as the discursive
aspects of this selection of post-colonial texts. Echoing James Clifford, I will ask: ‘Who
speaks? Who writes? When and Where? With or to whom? Under what institutional and
historical constraints?’132 This analysis will bring me to show how the texts of my selection
resemble the context of “reformed” ethnography. Clifford and Rosaldo have illustrated,
although from different perspectives, some of the changes that took place in the context of
“reformed” ethnography in terms of both the politics and the poetics of writing. Whereas
Clifford has explained how, after the 1960s, monophonic and monologic modes of textual
production that presided over classical ethnography were being gradually replaced by ‘a
principle of dialogical textual production’,133 Rosaldo has shown how, in the context of
“reformed” ethnography, more value was starting to be recognized in the text in the
expression of emotion and subjectivity and in the development of narrative aspects. I will try
to apply some of these aspects and observations to the context provided by Laura Bohannan’s
anthropological novel Return to Laughter (1954), and to Amitav Ghosh’s In an Antique Land
(1992).
In the critical reading o f Return to Laughter, I will move from an analysis of the
discursive space of the text to advance, as a critical argument, the idea that anthropologist
Laura Bohannan is deliberately experimenting with ways of developing the narration of her
130 Ibid, my emphasis. 
131 See Renato Rosaldo, Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis (Boston: Beacon Press, 1989).
132 See “Introduction,” in Writing Culture,  p. 13.
133 “Introduction,” in Writing Culture, p. 15.
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fieldwork experience from a cross-cultural perspective. Specifically, I will suggest that the
author makes use of laughter in her daily communication with the African tribe in order to
renounce her own position of authority or superiority with regards to the tribe and, at the
same time, by challenging her role as a “competent” and “objective” anthropologist.134 In this
light, I will be suggesting that, in the context of her fieldwork experience, Bohannan uses
laughter and jokes with the tribe to break the hierarchical planes that separate her from the
tribe, and by re-creating a zone of major proximity where the boundaries between insider and
outsider, and the racial and cultural boundaries between “Western” and “African,” are no
longer neat or distinguishable.135
Based on Bakhtin’s discourse theory of the novel, as well as drawing on Clifford’s
and the Writing Culture movement’s critical reception of Bakhtin’s theory of genre in the
context of ethnographic writing, I will aim to show how the texts at the centre of my
collection of case studies signal a rupture with the typical representational modes
characteristic of colonial discourse, where the western author was in a position of “semantic
privilege” and authority in relation to his/her object of representation, the Third World
society. 
2.2 Examining the Modern Global Novel: A Genre of Transitions
2.2.1 Mikhail Bakhtin: The Novel as the Genre of Modern Europe 
Many critical studies have identified the novel as the literary form that best suits the artistic
and creative needs of the modern, bourgeois individual.136 The first to foster this view was the
pioneering work by Mikhail Bakhtin. In his genealogy of the novel, Bakhtin highlighted the
features of this literary genre and its historical origins. Tracing the continuities and the points
of rupture between the novel and the epic form – the literary genre that dominated the context
134 In classical ethnography, in fact, the anthropologist’s role was that of “objectifying” a given reality. For a
comparison between “classical” and “reformed” ethnography, see also Renato Rosaldo, Culture and Truth:
The Remaking of Social Analysis (Boston: Beacon Press, 1989).
135 In a different ethnographic context from that provided by Bohannan’s fieldwork experience in the African
tribal environment of the mid-1950s, a more recent study conducted by Sarah Winkler Reid highlights the
role that humour and laughter play in bringing closeness between racially diverse people in the context of a
London school.  Reid argues that: ‘Ethnic and racial differences are often the material from which banter and
laughter are created, constituting a convivial sociality which manifests closeness at the same time as
difference. See Sarah Winkler Reid, “Making Fun Out of Difference: Ethnicity-Race and Humor in a
London School,” Ethnos, Vol. 80, no. 1 (2015), (pp. 23-44), p. 24. 
136 For more on this topic see M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, tr. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist.
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of “old” Europe – Bakhtin underlined how, since its emergence137 in nineteenth-century
Europe, the novel introduced many stylistic and discursive innovations.
As Bakhtin explained, the differences between the epic and the novel involved various
aspects of the literary text. First, the novel replaced the more impersonal dimension of the
collective subject at the centre of the epic form with the experience of the single individual.
This was a great rupture with the epic form, since, in the former, the internal plot of the text
revolved around the more “impersonal” dimension of the collectivity, generally in the form of
national tradition.138 Moreover, the novel narrates a different time from the epic: the time of
the present, contemporary reality, that couldn’t be represented in the “high” literary genres.139
Indeed, the temporal coordinate in which the plot of the epic unfolded was the “absolute”
past. This stylistic characteristic of the epic form reflected the fact that ancient societies
lacked a so-called temporal perspective. As the concept of the future in ancient societies was
nonexistent, they viewed the past as the only “source” of value. In contrast to this model,
Bakhtin argued, the internal plot of the novel unfolded principally in the time dimensions of
the present and of the future, therefore conferring on the novel the impression of being an
ever-developing genre in which one could find the reflection of a reality “in the making”
rather than one that was fixed, completed, and deposited in the past. As such:
In ancient literature it is memory, and not knowledge, that serves as the source of power
for the creative impulse. That is how it was, it is impossible to change it: the tradition of
the past is sacred. There is as yet no consciousness of the possible relativity of any past.
The novel, by contrast, is determined by experience, knowledge and practice [the
future].140
In conclusion, these characteristics of the novel explain how this literary form became the
leading genre in the European environment of the nineteenth century. Both its internal
structure and its style of prose appeared as the most suitable literary formation in which one
could find a reflection of the “new” spirit of European civilization, a social environment
where different languages and cultures began to coexist. The novel with its spirit of process
and inconclusiveness appeared as the most adaptable literary genre for the phenomenon of
137 Bakhtin traced a long “prehistory” of novelistic discourse that reaches back centuries and even thousands of
years to the genres of “familiar speech” and in the “folkloric” and “low” literary genres. See Bakhtin , “From
the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse,” in The Dialogic Imagination, pp. 41-83. 
138 Ibid, p. 50.
139 For more on this topic, see Bakhtin, “Epic and the Novel,” in The Dialogic Imagination, pp. 3-40.
‘Contemporaneity was reality of a “lower” order in comparison with the epic past, ’ibid., p. 19.
140 Bakhtin, “Epic and the Novel,” p. 15.
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interanimation of languages and cultures that replaced an era when European civilization was
caught in a phase of closed and “dead” monoglossia.141 Replacing the “absolute” past that the
author of the epic form represented and celebrated in its sacred, traditional value, the author
of the novel entered a zone of close contact with the present of contemporary reality in all its
inconclusiveness and fluidity, a present occupied by living people who populate it with their
opinions, world views and diversity. As Bakhtin argued:
The new cultural and creative consciousness lives in an actively polyglot world. The
world becomes polyglot, once and for all and irreversibly. The period of national
languages, coexisting but closed and deaf to each other, comes to an end.  Languages
throw light on each other: one language can, after all, see itself only in the light of
another language.142
As Bakhtin highlighted, the coexistence of different languages in the same environment
constitutes a favourable condition for the creative consciousness of the author to develop
dialogical modes of writing, as these are typical modes of the novel as a semantic formation.
In other words, the external condition given by a background where different languages can
coexist and interanimate143 each other, such as the environment represented by nineteenth
century Europe, favours the “internal” dialogic condition that allows the author to reproduce
in the narrative structure of the literary text a complex discursive space, which was
impossible to construct in the epic form. 
Therefore, there is no unitary language or style in the novel. But at the same time there
does exist a centre of language (a verbal-ideological centre) for the novel. The author (as
creator of the novelistic whole) cannot be found at any one of the novel’s language
levels: he is to be found at the centre of organization where all levels intersect. The
different levels are to varying degrees distant from this authorial centre.144
According to Bakhtin, a complex discursive space couldn’t be reproduced in the epic form,
for several reasons. In such a form, the voice of the author was placed outside the world
described, but the hierarchical distance between the author and the described world also
involved a temporal gap: whereas the author was collocated in the present, the world
described belonged to the past. Therefore, the world represented was fundamentally
141 Ibid. 
142 Bakhtin, “Epic and the Novel,” p. 12, my emphasis.
143 See Bakhtin, “From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse,” p. 51.
144 See Bakhtin, “From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse,” pp. 48-49.
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inaccessible both to the author and to his audience.145 Conversely, in the novel the voice of the
author stands on the same temporal plane as the world described – that is the present
dimension – and is therefore “internal” to it. Consequently, the author of the novel doesn’t
find himself authoritatively above the other voices, but simply, and maybe more
problematically, on the plane of their “paratactic” intersection. The task of the novelistic
author is to organize the different voices and languages that are present in the environment
that surround his “creative consciousness.” When the novel appeared on the literary scene in
nineteenth-century Europe, it introduced itself as “novelization” of other literary genres.
These were the “higher” genres, especially the epic form. Bakhtin enlisted laughter as the
first “force” in that process of novelization of the higher genres that served to destroy the
sense of hierarchical and valorized distance that was typical of the epic form, and that, in
time, contributed to the full formation of the novel.146
2.2.2 Michael Moses: The Novel as the Genre of Globalization
In his work The Novel and the Globalization of Culture,147 Michael Moses constructed a
critical framework for reading and understanding the modern “global” novel that draws
partially on Hegel’s vision of history as an evolutionary process and on his paradigm of the
end of history.148
Initially, Moses established a link between Hegel’s aesthetics and his philosophy of
history, arguing that ‘the importance to Hegel of moments of historical crisis supplies a link
between his aesthetics and his philosophy of history.’149  For Hegel, tragedy represented a
place where ‘fundamental clashes between old ways of life and new’150 assumed an aesthetic
and dramatic form.  The figure of Antigone, in Sophocles’ eponymous play,151 represented an
emblematic figure of such tensions between the traditional and the new conceptions of life.
145 Bakhtin, “Epic and the Novel,” p. 14.
146 Bakhtin traced the prehistory of novelistic discourse going back thousands of years to the literary genres of
“familiar speech” found in conversational folk language, and to certain parodying and travestying forms of
literature diffused in ancient Greek and Latin literatures in which the “serious” word and the “epic” world of
the higher genres were ridiculed. Bakhtin draws on Plutarch’s Moralia, Macrobius’ Saturnalia and
Atheneus’ Experts on Dining as examples of such forms. See Bakhtin, “From the Prehistory of Novelistic
Discourse,” pp. 50-68.
147 See Michael Moses, The Novel and the Globalization of Culture (Cary, NC: Oxford University Press, 1995).
148 For other contemporary debates on the end of history, see Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the
Last Man (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1992). 
149 See Moses, “Introduction,” in The Novel and the Globalization of Culture, p. 10.
150 Ibid. 
151 See Sophocles, Antigone [441 BC]. Antigone is the third Tragedy of the three Theban plays by Sophocles
but was the first to be written chronologically. See Sophocles’ Antigone, tr. Michael Townsend and Eugene
H. Falk (London: Longman, 1962). 
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Caught up between two orders of legislation, Antigone ‘[had to] choose between loyalty to
the gods of the family and the gods of the city. If she buries her brother, who has been a
traitor to Thebes, she violates the law of the city; but if she leaves him unburied, she violates
her obligations to her family.’152 Drawing on Hegel’s theory of tragedy, Moses argues that the
story of Antigone effectively reflects, through her personal and ethical dilemmas, the passage
between two different historical eras, thus the ‘shift from the family-based tribal organization
of archaic Greece to the more modern organization of the polis, which attempts to suppress
and transcend family loyalties.’153 In Hegel’s theory of tragedy,154 Moses finds one of the
many theoretical sites in which the former’s theory of history155 can be applied. Moses draws
on Hegel’s theory of history to articulate his own theory on the modern global novel.
According to Hegel, history is an evolutionary process formed by successive stages of
“dialectical” progression that involves moments of crisis, destruction and renewal. Moses
draws on this model to identify the novel as a modern literary formation. In relation to the
extension of today’s literary marketplace Moses considers the novel as a global literary form.
He argues that: 
For Hegel, the end of history means the end of the tragedy. Tragic conflicts are the
motive forces of history, but at the end of history all tragedies are resolved in a higher
synthesis of opposing forces.156
For Hegel, the moment that signalled the emergence of the modern and “bourgeois”
individual coincided with the advent of the French Revolution157 and the Declaration of the
Rights of Man. In this moment, history “concluded” itself, as, from that moment on, ‘all the
tragedies [were] resolved in a higher synthesis of opposing forces.’158 Drawing a parallel
between the historical fracture that represented the end of history in Hegel’s theory of history
and the moment that – in a more contemporary historical context – we might indicate to
represent the end of history, Moses individuates such moments in the dawning of a post-
152 See Moses, “Introduction,” in The Novel and the Globalization of Culture, p. 10.
153 Ibid., p. 11, my emphasis.
154 For more on this topic, see G. W. F. Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit [1807], tr. A. V. Miller (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1977); G. W.F. Hegel, Aesthetics:  Lectures on Fine Art, tr. T. M. Knox (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1975). 
155 For more on Hegel’s theory of history, see G.W.F. Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of History, tr. J. Sibree
(London: George Bell and Sons, 1902). 
156 “Introduction,” in The Novel and the Globalization of Culture, p. 12.
157 French Revolution (1789-1799). 
158 See Moses, “Introduction,” p. 8.
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historical society and the political ideology that has come to dominate the modern world.159
In Moses’ view, the end of history coincides today with the process of globalization.
This is the final stage brought on by the process of modernization, a stage where ‘all human
communities are gradually but inexorably coming to resemble one another, exhibiting the
same salient characteristics of a modern society,’160 that is, a society that ‘accepts and exploits
the technological achievements of modern natural science. As such, it is based upon the [..]
premise that humanity need not conform to a natural or divinely sanctioned order.’161 Thus,
for Moses the novel represents – besides a modern form of literature in which the
independent, “bourgeois” individual has found a creative mean for self-expression (a view
that was reinforced following Bakhtin’s studies of this genre) – a literary and artistic form
that fits well within the “globalizing” perspective of a world where ‘history has come to an
end.’162 Globalization is the name for the ‘homogenizing worldwide process of modernization
[that] has become irreversible.’163 The critical perspective that Moses has expanded in The
Novel and the Globalization of Culture shares some similarities with Hegel’s theory of the
tragedy in that Moses finds in the novel the same capability of expressing in a literary form
the “transition” between two different ideological systems, which Hegel attributed to the
Greek tragedy. 
2.3 Defining Travel Writing at the Borders
2.3.1 Mary Louise Pratt: Travel Writing, Transculturation and the “Contact 
Zone”
Mary Louise Pratt developed a classical definition of travel writing in her book Imperial
Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation.164 She showed how the popularity of travel
writing proved instrumental in creating what, following Gayatri Spivak,165 could be called the
“domestic” subject of empire. Pratt argued that ‘travel books written by Europeans about
159 Ibid.
160 Ibid., p. 6. 
161 Ibid.
162 Ibid.
163 Ibid.
164 See Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, 2nd edn (London: Routledge,
1992). From the same author, see also: “Fieldwork in Common Places,” in James Clifford and E. Marcus
(eds.), Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography (Los Angeles: University of California
Press, 1986), pp. 27-50; “Scratches on the Face of the Country; or, What Mr. Barrow Saw in the Land of the
Bushmen,” Critical Enquiry, Vol. 12, no.1, “Race,” Writing and Difference (Autumn, 1985), pp. 119-143.
165 For more on this topic, see Gayatri Chavravorty Spivak, In Other Worlds: Essays in Cultural Politics (New
York: Routledge: 1998). 
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non-European parts of the world created the imperial order for Europeans “at home” and gave
them their place in it.’166 In her study, she analyzed European travel writings in connection
with the continent’s economic and political expansion since around 1750.167 By looking at the
conditions in which travel writings were generally produced in this context, Pratt (drawing
upon the discipline of ethnography) uses the term transculturation. In ethnography, the term
transculturation indicates ‘how subordinated or marginal groups select or invent from
materials transmitted to them by a dominant or metropolitan culture.’168 As she clarified,
transculturation is a phenomenon that can be understood only in relation to the space she calls
the “contact zone,” which she defines as the conceptual location of travel writing. To coin
this term, Pratt borrows “contact” from linguistics, where:
The term contact language refers to an improvised language that develops among
speakers of different tongues who need to communicate with each other consistently
usually in the context of trade. Such languages begin as pidgins, and are called creoles
when they come to have native speakers of their own. Like the societies of the contact
zone, such languages are commonly regarded as chaotic, barbarous and lacking in
structure.169
To this, Pratt adds another dimension: the “contact zone” is represented by those social
spaces in which cultural encounters and cross-linguistic exchanges take place. In Imperial
Eyes, she uses the term “contact zone” exclusively with reference to the reality of the so-
called imperial encounters – in which ‘peoples geographically and historically separated
come into contact and establish ongoing relations, usually involving conditions of coercion,
radical inequality and intractable conflict.’170 Therefore, in her study, the “contact zone” is
often used as a synonym for the “colonial frontier,” with the only difference between these
two terms being that:
While the latter term [colonial frontier] is grounded within a European expansionist
perspective (the frontier is a frontier only with respect to Europe), “contact zone” shifts
the centre of gravity and the point of view. It invokes the space and time where subjects
previously separated by geography and history are co-present, the point at which their
166 See Mary Louise Pratt, “Introduction: Criticism in the contact zone,” in Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and
Transculturation, p. 3.  
167 Ibid.
168 Ibid., p. 7.
169 Ibid., p. 8. 
170 Ibid.
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trajectories now intersect. The term “contact” foregrounds the interactive,
improvisational dimensions of imperial encounters so easily ignored or suppressed by
accounts of conquest and domination told from the invader’s perspective. A “contact”
perspective emphasizes how subjects get constituted in and by their relations to each
other. It treats the relations among colonizers and colonized, or travellers and “travelees,”
not in terms of separateness, but in terms of co-presence, interaction, interlocking
understanding and practices, and often within radically asymmetrical relations of
power.171
In “Scratches,”172 Pratt argued that travel writing is able to accommodate, in its internal
structure, multiple subject-positions, by creating a discursive space where fixed and
monological perspectives are overcome.  What emerges from her analysis is that the travel
account is the product of a ‘given set of differences’173 that the author is nonetheless brought
to codify. While discussing the structural predisposition that travel writing shows to
accommodating multiple voices, Pratt argued that:
Travel writing is one of the most polyphonous of genres [..] [The readers of travel
writings] were presented with multiple sets of differences, multiple fixed subjects
positions, multiple ways of legitimizing and familiarizing the process of European
expansion.174
Aside from Pratt’s pioneering work, other attempts at defining the genre of the travel book
developed as a response to the need of indicating a clearer frame to understand this “hybrid”
genre – given the extent to which the label “travel writing,” in its different formulations, has
been applied to texts that seem to be highly heterogeneous. 
2.3.2 Jan Borm and Tim Youngs: Travel Writing as a Hybrid Genre
As Jan Borm argued, ‘From the amount of critical attention and the number of labels applied
to travel writing in recent years, one may well wonder whether critics are discussing the same
object. Among the wide range of terms in use [to define the travel book] are: “travel book”,
“travel narrative”, “journeywork”, “travel memoir”, “travel story”, “travelogue”,
171 Ibid. 
172 “Scratches on the Face of the Country; or, What Mr. Barrow Saw in the Land of the Bushmen,” Critical
Enquiry, Vol. 12, no.1, “Race,” Writing and Difference (Autumn, 1985), pp. 119-143.
173 Pratt, “Scratches,” p. 122.
174 Ibid., p. 141. 
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“metatravelogue”, “traveller’s tale”, “travel journal”, or simply “travels”’.175 In his study
Travellers in Africa,176 Tim Youngs argued that the difficulty in unambiguously identifying
the characteristics of this genre derives from the fact that: ‘Travel writing feeds from and
back into other forms of literature. To try to identify boundaries between various forms
would be impossible and I would be deeply suspicious of any attempt at the task.’177 If the
autobiographical character appears to be one of the defining features of the travel book, the
same certainty does not apply to the role that the fictive and the referential elements178 play in
this genre. According to Borm, we may define a travel book as:
Any narrative characterized by a non-fiction dominant that relates (almost always) in the
first person a journey or journeys that the reader supposes to have taken place in reality
while assuming or presupposing that author, narrator and principal character are but one
or identical.179
Although we might recognize in most travel books a ‘lack of systematic representation of the
Other’s conscience,’180 it can’t be argued in the same way that this genre completely
disregards the employment of the dramatic mode181 from its author and first-person narrator.
Borm argues that the travel book – although being based supposedly on a “real” experience
of travel undertaken by the author and first-person narrator – employs in its construction
various and determinable mimetic processes. Borm argues that, by taking into account the
term mimetic – he has attempted to distance himself from the most widespread interpretation
of mimesis as imitation. To do so, Borm has drawn on Aristotle’s broader understanding of
the mimetic function. In his Poetics,182 Aristotle used mimesis to mean any form of “image-
making” that an author, poet, or generally an artist, employed in order to transform the reality
he/she experienced into a literary creation. In this meaning, the mimetic function, in its
“transforming energy,” can be seen at work in any type of narrative, whether fictional or non-
175 Jan Borm, “Defining Travel: On the Travel Book, Travel Writing and Terminology,” in Glenn Hooper and
Tim Youngs (eds.), Perspectives on Travel Writing. Studies in European Cultural Transition, Vol. 19
(Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2004), p. 13.
176 See Tim Youngs, Travellers in Africa: British Travelogues, 1850-1900 (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1994).
177 Ibid, p. 8.
178 See “Defining Travel,” p. 13.
179 Ibid., p. 17.
180 Ibid., p. 20. 
181 Ibid., p. 19. 
182 See Aristotle, Poetics, trans. Stephen Halliwell (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), pp. 125-
127.
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fictional.183 Drawing on Aristotle’s insights on mimesis, Borm suggests the possibility of
extending the investigation of the mimetic function not only to works of fiction, but also
broadly to non-fiction:
It seems to me that some of the debate about what travelogues do, or fail to do, relies on
misconceived ideas about mimetic processes in narratives. Indeed, time and again,
Aristotle’s concept of mimesis seems to be applied only to the field of fiction, even
though his Poetics suggest that the transforming energy of mimesis or representation is at
work in any narrative, be it mainly fictional or non-fictional.184
In Borm’s view, academic debates on the travel book have often overlooked the role played
b y mimetic processes as, broadly speaking, representational processes, in this genre. From
Aristotle’s perspective, such processes are employed in travel writing as in any other fictional
and non-fictional genre. By looking at the representational strategies of travel writing, Borm
indicates dialogues as one of the most widely employed in this genre.185 Borm also points out
free indirect style, scenic construction, present-tense narration, and iterative symbolism as
other important fictional techniques employed in the travel book.186 In conclusion, by drawing
on Aristotle’s broader conception of mimesis – identified as a function that presides the
formation of any type of narrative and representation – Borm suggests that travel writing is
not simply ‘about describing routes.’187 In his study of this genre, Borm refers in particular to
the production of Trinidadian author V.S. Naipaul to suggest that mimetic, representative
processes can be seen at work in the travel book.
2.3.3 Subramanian Shankar: The Colonialist Travel Narrative and its Textual
Economy
By following some of the leads Pratt and Michel de Certeau had developed on travel writing,
Subramanian Shankar, in Textual Traffic: Colonialism, Modernity and the Economy of the
Text,188 develops an original analysis of the travel narrative produced in the colonial and
183 The similarities between Aristotle’s project of Poetics and Bakhtin’s project of Prosaics, in their attempt to
provide a systematic understanding of the creative processes that lie behind the making of the literary text,
spring easily to mind. 
184 Borm, “Defining Travel,” p. 21.
185 See “Defining Travel,” pp. 15-16.  
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188 Subramanian Shankar, Textual Traffic: Colonialism, Modernity and the Economy of the Text (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 2001). 
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post-/neocolonial contexts, aiming to unravel the epistemological aspects essential to this
genre. The original argument that Shankar develops is that the travel narrative originating
from such contexts is characterized by a particular type of textual economy. Such economy,
he explains, is centred on what we might call an “ethnographic vision.” With this term,
Shankar indicates the attitude fostered by the practitioners of traditional ethnography who –
attempting to understand “The Other” through the experience of colonial contact – concluded
by ‘textualiz[ing] and categoriz[ing] the subject positions that they confront[..] without their
own subject positions being reciprocally textualized and categorized.’189 In other words,
Shankar sees reflected in the colonialist travel narrative the same lack of reciprocity between
author and subject of representation that was typical of traditional ethnography. Strong
similarities can also be drawn between the asymmetries of power that take place in such
“ethnographic vision” and in the broader phenomenon of colonialism:
There is a circular relationship between colonialism and such ethnographic vision,
making it impossible to say whether the expansion of European colonial interests many
centuries ago brought a peculiar worldview (ethnographic vision) into existence or the
ethnographic vision – as a specific form of relating to and constructing the racially or
ethnically alien – made colonialism possible.190
By drawing on Pratt’s remarks on the “ethnographic vision,” Shankar argues that the former
represents a specific way of relating and representing “The Other” that plays a specific role in
the colonialist travel narrative. That is, the “ethnographic vision” at the core of the colonialist
travel narrative reflects, in a representative context, the same type of asymmetries of power
that, in traditional ethnography, belonged to the “colonial contact” between cultures. Using
the studies on travel writing Pratt developed in Imperial Eyes,191 and in her two essays
“Fieldwork in Common Places”192 and “Scratches on the Face of the Country,”193 Shankar
provides a distinction between narratives produced by ‘explorer writers engaged in
information gathering’194 and narratives written by ‘travellers who dramatized their own
subjective experiences.’195 These two modes of travel writing – one aspiring to “scientific”
189 Shankar, “Travel Narratives and Gulliver’s Travels,” in Textual Traffic, p. 52. 
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status and the other to a “sentimentalist”196 one – often, argues Shankar, coexist in the same
text, and are both marked by ‘an acknowledged complicity with the project of colonialism.’197
The colonialist travel narrative relies, for Shankar, on a specific type of textual
economy. In particular, the colonialist travel narrative has a typically “evaluative” structure.
Shankar offers a means to understand this type of structure by analyzing two essays by
Michel de Certeau: “Montaigne’s ‘Of Cannibals’: The Savage ‘I’”198 and “Ethno-graphy –
Speech, or the Space of the Other: Jean de Léry.”199 Whereas the first of de Certeau’s essays
is the re-reading of Montaigne’s well known essay on Cannibals, the second is a close
reading of Jean de Léry’s account of his voyage to Brazil in 1578. Shankar argues that:
In this essay de Certeau shows the profound association that Léry’s text makes between
the speech of the “savage” and the culture of the “savage.” In exploring this theme, de
Certeau also demonstrates how the structure of the travel account operates as a
“hermeneutics of the other.” De Certeau’s comments sketch in a preliminary manner a
structure of the “typical” colonialist travel narrative whose evaluative significance and
practical context can be further explored in a reading of Gulliver’s Travels. 200
In “Ethno-graphy,” de Certeau looks to Jean de Léry’s account of his travel to Brazil to
highlight the impact that this travel narrative has on the structural difference between an area
“over here” and another “over there.” Such distinction represents the operation of spatial
displacement put into place by the travel narrative, the “break.” At the end of his travel
account, de Léry is able to make a return back to his “self-hood,” from which he had been
temporarily alienated. De Certeau calls this operation “The Work of Returning.”201 At the end
of the experience of spatial displacement among the “savages” of Brazil, de Léry returns to
his selfhood substantially un-altered:
De Certeau wants to illustrate here how a certain process of codification of the culture of
the Other is carried out as to subsume (finally) the difference of the “savage” under the
sign of the universal sameness of “man.” [..] Elsewhere, de Certeau calls this Jean de
Léry’s “return to himself through the mediation of the Other” [..] At issue here is a
196 Pratt, “Scratches,” p. 131.
197 Shankar, “Travel Narratives and Gulliver’s Travels,” p. 54. 
198 See Michel de Certeau, “Montaigne’s ‘Of Cannibals’: The Savage ‘I” in Heterologies: Discourse on the
Other, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986).
199 See Michel de Certeau, “Ethno-graphy – Speech, or the Space of the Other: Jean de Léry” in The Writing of
History, trans. Tom Coley (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988).
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universal humanity and the interpretation of the “savage” as belonging to that humanity
so that Jean de Léry can return to his selfhood with which he set out from Geneva and
which he finds challenged by the existence of these others. Jean de Léry’s “Self-hood” is
reconstituted by the assimilation of the Other, under its (Self’s) own signs.202
As de Certeau has notably emphasized in his essay on de Léry – the experience of travel and
spatial dislocation undertaken by the European subjectivity is conducted, in the colonialist
travel narrative, in a way that ends up by consolidating the European subjectivity in her
transcendental203 constitution. In other words, the former returns to her “Self-hood” at the end
of her journey through an “alien” culture ideologically undisplaced, having finally
‘subsume[d] the difference of the “savage” under the sign of the universal sameness of
“man.”’204 In conclusion, Shankar’s study has highlighted that the return to the Self through
the mediation of “The Other” that takes place in the colonialist travel narrative is
accomplished through the codification of the culture of “The Other.” However, under the
pressure of the colonial context, the operation of assimilation of “The Other” ‘ventures
beyond the legitimate claims of humanism and foregoes a careful and critical working
through it.’205
As we have seen, Shankar offers an interpretation of the colonialist travel narrative as
a form of textual economy centred on “ethnographic vision.” The colonialist travel narrative,
from a structural perspective, has a circular structure as, ‘in its structuring of the journey as
circular, [it] assumes the unshakeable nature of the transcendental subjectivity of the
European (or metropolitan) traveller.’206 The distance that the travelling subject maintains
towards his object of representation in this genre allows the traveller to come back to Europe
from his exploration of a foreign region of the world as an unaltered and ideologically
undisplaced witness of the reality he has come to experience there. In other words, in the
colonialist travel narrative, ‘the traveling subject [..] is positioned above and outside the
colonial scene being observed.’207
In his analysis, Shankar has joined Chinua Achebe’s polemical stance on Conrad’s
best-known work of fiction, Heart of Darkness.208 For Shankar, as for Achebe, Conrad’s
202 “Travel Narratives and Gulliver’s Travels,” p. 56. 
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204  “Travel Narratives and Gulliver’s Travels,” p. 56. 
205  Ibid.
206 “Into Darkness and Out of It,” in Textual Traffic, p. 89. 
207 Ibid.
208 The best-known work of Polish-born English novelist Joseph Conrad (1857-1924), Heart of Darkness
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novella represents a typical example of a “colonialist” text. In it, Africa is reproduced as the
site for ‘symbolic representations of bestiality, irrationality, inhumanity and moral decay.’209
Developing Achebe’s critical interpretation of Conrad’s novel,210 Shankar argues that both the
heroes/protagonists of Conrad’s story – Marlow and Kurtz – reflect the prototype of the
European subjectivity that is at the core of the colonialist travel narrative. As we have seen –,
European subjectivity does not get violated or altered by her experience of contact with an
“alien” society – in the case of Conrad, by African society – but remains unaltered in her
transcendental constitution and therefore maintains her “European-ness.”211 In Heart of
Darkness, Shankar found an instance of another feature of the textual economy of the travel
narrative: circularity. The circular structure of the travel account becomes particularly visible
in Marlow’s journey to Africa. Marlow represents the prototype of the colonialist traveller
since, by returning at the end of his journey to Europe, his journey succeeds in ‘pass[ing]
through the circular structure of travel required by the travel account.’212 Shankar places
Kurtz’s journey in opposition to the circularity of Marlow’s experience of travel, as he
represents the “failure” of the colonialist traveller. By dying on African soil, he is unable to
bring to completion the circularity of the colonialist travel account.213
2.3.4 David Spurr: Rhetorical Tropes of Colonial Discourse in Travel Writing 
and Journalism
The study David Spurr conducted in The Rhetoric of Empire214 provides us with a useful
complementary perspective to those of Pratt and Shankar. In the study, Spurr illustrates how
[London: Blackwell Magazine, 1899] tells the story of a ship captain named Marlow who narrates his
journey down the Congo river on the behalf of a Belgian company, in search of their chief ivory agent,
Kurtz. Heart of Darkness is a text that has assurged to canonical status in English literature by being
appointed as one of the greatest half-dozen short novels in the English language. See Albert J. Guerard,
Introduction to Heart of Darkness and The Secret Sharer by Joseph Conrad (New York: New American
Library, 1950); Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness (reprint, Mineola: Dover Publications, 1990).
209 “Into Darkness and Out of It,” p. 81. Shankar recognizes to Achebe’s critical discussion of Heart of
Darkness the merit of having developed a critical reading of Conrad’s novella that – by focusing on an
ideological perspective – has unveiled the essentially racist content and message of this text.  As Shankar
clarifies, Conrad’s novella, ‘set in an unnamed African locale (clearly identifiable as the Belgian Congo [..])
deals in a prose of great coyness with the legitimacy of the colonial enterprise,’ ibid., p. 77. 
210 See Chinua Achebe, “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness,” Massachusetts Review,
Vol. 18 (1977), Rpt. in Robert Kimbrough (ed.), Heart of Darkness, An Authoritative Text, background and
Sources Criticism, 3rd ed. (London: W. W Norton and Co., 1988), pp. 251-261.
211 See “Into Darkness and Out of It,” p. 93 onwards.
212 Ibid., p. 90. 
213 Ibid.
214 See David Spurr, The Rhetoric of Empire: Colonial Discourse in Journalism, Travel Writing and Imperial
Administration (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1993). 
51
travel narratives written by Europeans on non-European regions of the world have often
fostered the transmission and consolidation of colonial discourse. In the Rhetoric of
Empire,215 he extended his study of colonial discourse beyond the boundaries of literature into
other forms of writing. These include works of journalism and documents of colonial
administration extracted from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries traditions of British,
French and American writing. He uses colonial discourse as a particular way of representing
the “Other” that appears suitable to be codified. The modalities of representation of colonial
discourse belong, for Spurr, both to the classic “colonial” situation that took place throughout
the modern period of European colonialism (roughly between 1870 and 1960) as well as to
the more elusive and powerful forces of cultural hegemony active in the post-colonial and
neo-colonial world.216
In his opinion, colonial discourse coincides with a series of “colonizing discourses”
rather than with a homogeneous or generalizing category – each one specific to a historical
situation – reflecting a specific attitude of the Western writer in his/her representation of non-
Western societies. Such representation generally aims at maintaining and preserving the basic
structures of power. Disregarding the specificities that these apparently disparate occasions of
discourse present in terms of geographical or historical background, Spurr looks for ‘lines of
convergence, correspondence, and analogy’217 among them.
He designates colonial discourse as a specific “space” within language that exists both
as a series of historical instances and of rhetorical functions. By drawing on Paul De Man’s
definition of rhetoric, Spurr identifies this discipline not simply with the study of tropes and
figures, but rather with ‘a procedure that suspends the internal logic of a given trope in order
to place it within a larger narrative which includes the history of literature and of
philosophical thinking.’218 Spurr employs De Man’s notion of rhetoric to invite the
application of this critical procedure not only to literary narratives, but also to non-literary
texts such as documents of colonial administrators and to that “hybrid” genre represented by
journalism.
To explain his preference for works of non-fiction as key to unveiling the specific
patterns of colonialist epistemology as well as its fractures and contradictions, he argued:
My focus on works of nonfiction is motivated by a desire to examine the discourse in a
215 Ibid. 
216 See Spurr, “Introduction,” in The Rhetoric of Empire, p. 1.
217 Ibid., p. 4. 
218 Ibid., p. 8. 
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form unmediated by the consciously aesthetic requirements of imaginative literature.
Journalism is distinguished from fiction by the conventional expectation of its grounding
in an historical actuality; its relation to this actuality is understood to be primarily
metonymic and historically referential rather than metaphoric and self-referential.219
According to Spurr, works of non-fiction such as journalism and travel writing – in virtue of
the closer proximity of these texts with the realm of historical actuality – represent a source
of rhetorical analysis preferable to works of fiction. The study of fiction, although ‘relevant to
questions of cultural representation,’220 appears to him ‘at a formal and aesthetic remove from
the historical reality of the postcolonial situation.’221 In virtue of their “metonymic” quality,
and of the absence (in their internal structure) of formal “closure,” types of texts such as
works of journalism and travel writing appear to be particularly suitable for the exploration of
colonial epistemology and its recurring modes. In his analysis, he relies especially on works
of literary journalism to provide examples of colonial discourse. As he explains, ‘Having
worked as a journalist in more than one European country before moving into the study of
literature and cultural theory, I began with a personal as well as intellectual interest in the
interpretation of cultures.’222 His preference for works of literary journalism in particular can
be explained by considering that:
Literary journalism [..] combines an immediate historical interest with the complex
layering of figurative language that conventionally belongs to imaginative literature. It
often has a symbolic character that, in comparison with journalism as information, tends
to multiply its possible levels of meaning. The presence of the writer as part of the
narrative scene, moreover, conceals the most obvious effects of ideology and suppresses
the historical dimension of the interpretive categories that are brought into play. The
writer implicitly claims a “subjective and independent status” free from larger patterns of
interpretation and deriving authority from the direct encounter with real events.223
As Spurr pointed out, forms of writing such as journalism and travel narratives, despite being
conventionally considered forms of non-fiction, draw on some of the same “poetical” and
rhetorical artifices that are employed in works of fiction. Not unlike fiction, in fact, these
forms of writing often depend on ‘the use of myth, symbol, metaphor and other rhetorical
219 “Introduction,” in The Rhetoric of Empire, p. 2.
220 Ibid., p. 8.
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procedures.’224 In the course of his study, he defines twelve rhetorical modes, or ‘ways of
writing about non-Western people,’ that appear across a wide range of literary and non-
literary texts and across disparate geographical and historical contexts. These, he suggests,
‘Taken together, [..] constitute a kind of repertoire for colonial discourse, a range of tropes,
conceptual categories, and logical operations available for purposes of representation.’225 As
he argues:
Those rhetorical tropes [..] must be understood as more than literary or philosophical;
they are the tropes that come into play with the establishment and maintenance of
colonial authority, or, as sometimes happens, those that register the loss of such
authority. There is nothing especially conscious or intentional in their use; they are part
of the landscape in which relations of power manifest themselves.226
Among the twelve rhetorical modes that belong, in his view, to the “landscape” of colonial
discourse and its asymmetries of power, Spurr indicates the strategies of debasement,
negation, idealization, aestheticization, classification, naturalization, insubstantialization and
eroticization. As he notes, such modes should not be ‘understood as entirely discreet from
one another’227 but rather considered in their continuous overlapping.  For example, ‘the trope
of idealization often merges with aestheticization, just as the figure of the noble savage
represents both a philosophical and an aesthetic ideal.’228 By drawing on Derrida’s
Grammatology,229 Spurr argues that such modes are produced in the process of writing that
takes place in ‘the essential confrontation that opens communication between peoples and
cultures, even when that communication is not practiced under the banner of colonial or
military oppression,’230 a phenomenon that Derrida called the “anthropological war.”
2.4 Conclusions
Throughout this work, I will be adopting the hybrid approach of placing texts that belong to a
variety of writing genres, both fictional and non-fictional, at the centre of critical attention.
These include novels based on ethnographic material, literary novels and travel writings. As
224 Ibid., pp. 2-3. 
225 Ibid., p. 3. 
226 Ibid., my emphasis.
227 Ibid., p. 4
228 Ibid.
229 See Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore: John Hopkins
University Press, 1976).
230 Shankar, “Into Darkness and Out of It,” in Textual Traffic, p. 107. 
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mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, ethnography, as a sub-discipline of anthropology
and as a discipline of social description, can provide a fruitful space where to study the
representation of cultural difference in a textual mean – one of the major concerns of this
work. As Lazarus mentioned in his book Nationalism and Cultural Practice in the
Postcolonial World,231 an intersection between the field of anthropology and postcolonial
literary studies could prove useful in providing a new “space” for exercising an interpretative
practice, in a way that could help theorists to overcome the ‘poststructuralist eschewal of the
question of truth.’232 Thus, I consider that, in virtue of the closer contact that works of
ethnography – compared to works of fiction – have to the realm of the “real” and to the real-
life experience of cross-cultural contacts, they could provide a rich source from which to
analyze the occurrence of concrete situations of dialogue, as these are often at the core of the
cultural encounters narrated in this form of writing.
On the other hand, choosing to include novels in my case studies has allowed me to
examine the complex layering of figurative language that characterizes the most
“imaginative” of literary genres. My research on forms of dialogue has enabled me to touch
upon other aspects beyond dialogue in its merely linguistic dimension, for instance its
openness to the aesthetic and psychological dynamics that inhabit the literary creation. At the
same time, focusing on the genre of the novel has allowed me to deliberate on modernity,
postmodernity and globalization. Given the overall scope of this research, it would be of
particular interest to apply Moses’s reflections on the novel as a “global” literary form –
reflections that enquire into the current context of the literary marketplace – to my selection
of case studies. 
 Both Bakhtin and Moses have interpreted the novel as a literary genre of “transition.”
Bakhtin, in particular, by looking at the realist novel that flourished in nineteenth-century
Europe, envisaged the novel as a genre that signalled the advent of the modern world. On the
other hand, Moses looked at the novel at another crucial historical conjunction, that is on the
eve of a globalized world, a stage where ‘all human communities are gradually but
inexorably coming to resemble one another.’233 By reflecting on both critical perspectives, I
will analyze the novel specifically in relation to another stage of historical transition that the
modern world order encountered well after the French Revolution, but which, nonetheless,
231 Neil Lazarus, Nationalism and Cultural Practice in the Postcolonial World (Cambridge: Cambridge UP,
1999).
232 Neil Lazarus “Disavowing Decolonization,” in Nationalism and Cultural Practice in the Postcolonial World,
p. 116.
233 See Moses, “Introduction,” in The Novel and the Globalization of Culture, p. 6. 
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has also had a huge ideological impact: the process of de-colonization from European
colonialism in the second part of the twentieth century. The process of de-colonization, in
fact, represents another crucial stage that – to put it within Hegel’s vision of history – has
signalled the progression of history, contributing to the crisis of “old” forms of thinking and
creating. Through the analysis of my case studies, I will investigate how this crisis has altered
the discursive-aesthetics means inherent to the novel as a specific literary formation. I will
suggest that the “old” forms that have been increasingly subject to crisis and reformulation,
are precisely the “old” forms of writing that presided over colonial discourse.
On the other hand, my analysis of works of travel writing, the most heterogeneous of
literary forms, has represented not only a fruitful material for investigation of the “colonial”
encounter, but has also allowed me to contemplate more closely in the literary text – based on
the work of Pratt, Shankar and Spurr – the complex aspects that constitute the rhetorics of
colonial discourse as well as those that signal the fractures of a colonialist epistemology. In
conclusion, I suggest that the cross-cultural encounters that have traditionally represented the
material sources of travel writing, in which ‘previously separated people enter into contact
and establish relations’234 might represent a useful base to explore how daily creativity is
transformed through the process of aesthetic activity. As Borm argued, although a non-
fictional genre, travel writing makes use of many mimetic and representational devices, such
as dialogue and scenic construction. By taking into account both the proximity of travel
writing to the context of real life encounters and the adaptation many authors have made of
this genre in a openly imaginative and literary direction,235 I suggest that travel writings might
represent a particularly prolific territory in which to explore the complexities of the aesthetic
act, which is the complex process of translation that allows the creative consciousness of the
artist/writer to transform daily activity into a work of literature, a process that implies both
mimetic as well as dialogic processes.
234 For more on this topic, see Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, 2nd edn (New York:
Routledge, 1992).  
235 See for example the critical reading that Borm has offered on Naipaul’s travel writing in “Defining Travel,”
Glenn Hooper and Tim Youngs (eds.), Perspectives on Travel Writing,  pp. 13-26.
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Chapter3
Post-Colonial Perspectives: Epistemologies and Questions of
Power in Representational Contexts.
3.1 Edward Said and Orientalism – a Foucauldian perspective 
Since Said’s intervention in the field of postcolonial literary studies, it has become imperative
for scholars to approach the literary text with a renewed awareness of the relationship
between power and knowledge. This has caused literary critics to be particularly conscious of
detecting the literary means – how and where these manifest themselves in the text – that
their author has employed ‘not only to understand, but rather to control, manipulate and
incorporate what is manifestly a different, alternative or novel world.’236 As a consequence of
this powerful process of cultural representation, the novel or alternative world represented
has appeared to be highly manipulated by the Western author, losing the capacity to be an
object of free investigation, thought and action.
The Foucauldian perspective allowed Said to look at ‘relations between discursive
formations and non-discursive domains (institutions, political events, economic practices and
processes) and with the intersections of power and knowledge.’237 Through his analysis of the
‘aesthetic, scholarly, economic, sociological, historical and philological’ text, Said intended
to provide a better understanding of the way Western cultural domination of the Orient has
operated and become visible in the context of representation. The great variety of texts
extracted from various disciplinary fields – which would have been considered otherwise
related to different discursive traditions – happened to converge through their common object
of analysis, the so-called “Orient.” As Peter Childs and Patrick Williams underlined, ‘what
unites these texts is the form of knowledge they produce about their object of study – the
Orient – and the power relations which are thereby involved.’238 The “Orient” is therefore
produced, through these representations, as a ‘geographically demarcated area whose
qualities and characteristics it then proceeds to investigate at will.’239
236 See Said, “Introduction,” in Orientalism (London: Routledge: 1978), p. 12.
237 Peter Childs and Patrick Williams, “Said: knowledge and power,” in An Introduction to Postcolonial Theory,
p. 98.
238 “Said: knowledge and power,” in An Introduction to Postcolonial Theory, p. 99.
239 Ibid., p. 100.
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Said’s seminal work has shown how the Orient is bound in a relationship of power
and domination with the so-called Occident, and that the positional superiority of the
Westerner vis-à-vis the Orient can be explored at the level of representation. Since he
initiated Orientalism as a powerful academic and intellectual paradigm, scholars of
postcolonial literary studies have, in different ways, embarked on the difficult journey of
analyzing texts and of examining in them the type of relationship that their author – when
European or generally Westerly-educated – has established with his/her object of
representation.
Orientalism as a specific type of academic discourse has disclosed how the unequal
and dominating cultural relationship between subjects is primarily informed by a political
relationship. The position of privilege and authority that the Western writer has in the realm
of representation vis-à-vis the Third World subjectivity reflects – on an epistemological level
– a similar position of privilege and authority that – on a political level – marks the
relationship between a “First World” and a “Third World” subject. Similarly, it can be argued
that the unequal epistemological relationship between the writer and the postcolonial
subjectivity that has taken place in the realm of representation can find echoes in the broad
spectrum of differing and unequal human conditions that distinctively mark the subjectivity
of the colonizer from that of the colonized. In conclusion, it could be claimed that the
awareness of an epistemological distinction between the “Orient” and the “Occident” as
brought into being by Orientalism reflects an ontological one.240 After Said, many post-
colonial theorists have appropriated the interest for “The Other” and the interest in
elaborating an epistemological framework in order to explore the way in which “the Other”
(i.e. the non-European) is represented.  
Criticisms of Said’s Orientalism as a hegemonic Western discourse on the Orient
dependent upon ‘a distribution of geopolitical awareness into aesthetic, scholarly, historical
and philosophical and philosophical texts’241 have been raised on different grounds. Dennis
Porter has argued that, by focusing on the internal consistency of Orientalism in its ideas on
the Orient, Said has failed to draw a comparison between Orientalism as a discourse and the
Orient as a geopolitical entity.242 Similarly, Robert Young has argued that Said fails to
240 See Said, “Introduction,” in Orientalism, p. 2. ‘Orientalism is a style of thought based upon an ontological
and epistemological distinction made between the “Orient” and, (most of the time) “the Occident,” ibid., my
emphasis. 
241 See Said, “Orientalist Structures and Restructures,” in Orientalism, p. 120. 
242 See Dennis Porter, Orientalism and its Problems, in Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman (eds.), Colonial
Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: A Reader (London: Routledge, 1993), pp. 150-161.
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properly analyze the question of representations and their relation to reality. Young suggested
that the representation at the centre of Said’s critical enquiry often ‘bears no relation to its
putative object’243 and suggests that, ‘If Said denies that there is any actual Orient which
could provide a true account of the Orient represented by  Orientalism, how can he claim in
any sense that the representation is false?’244 In response, Childs and Williams have proposed
that, ‘although there is indeed a problem with the relation of representation and the real, it
may be that a thorough-going philosophical resolution to this is not necessary for Said’s
argument to work.’245 From an anthropological and ethnographic stance, James Clifford
discussed the lack of clarity in Said’s model of culture, in particular ‘the absence in his book
of any developed theory of culture, as differentiating and expressive ensemble, rather than as
simply hegemonic and disciplinary.’246 Finally, MacKenzie criticized Said’s inability to apply
the discourse of Orientalism to cultural forms such as painting, design, architecture, music
and  theatre.247
3.2 Spivak, Said and Deconstruction
Although the greatest significance and reception of Orientalism relied on tracing the
discourse’s discriminatory248 strategies into the contemporary world, Said’s vision of the
Orient as a Western projection brought him to limit his object of investigation and critical
attention exclusively to Western texts. In the vast and hybrid corpus of literature that
constitutes the discourse of Orientalism, Said was essentially concerned with detecting the
effects that the colonial process had on cultural production.
Gayatri Spivak draws upon that aspect of Said’s methodology which concerns
directing close attention to the political context of the production of cultural products.
However, Spivak also relies on Jacques Derrida’s methodology of deconstruction.
Deconstruction is a mode of critical reading through which one level of meaning of the text
generates other meanings, a form of intertextual analysis meant to generate “newness” from
243 See Robert J. C.Young, White Mythologies: Writing History and the West (London: Routledge, 1991), p.
130.
244 Ibid., p. 138. 
245 See Peter Childs and Patrick Williams, “Said: knowledge and power,” in An Introduction to Postcolonial
Theory, p. 106. 
246 See James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-Century Ethnography, Literature and Art
(Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1988), p. 263. 
247 See John M. MacKenzie, Orientalism: History, Theory and the Arts (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1995). 
248 For the use of this term, see Peter Childs and Patrick Williams, “Said: knowledge and power,” in An
Introduction to Postcolonial Theory, p. 101.
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the reception of texts laid down by tradition. Developed in the context of French Theory,
explicitly by Derrida, this technique has been appropriated by many postcolonial critics, who
have tried to make a more extended use of it. Spivak, however, has pushed towards breaking
the tight framework of deconstruction, as it was first employed by the French philosopher.
Her philosophical effort transformed deconstruction from a technique that is only focused on
the dynamics of the text and on the textual analysis of literature and philosophy, by
expanding its domain to include the economic and political text, as well as the political
consequences of all reading practices.249
In contrast to Said, who placed the critic “outside” his field of investigation, thereby
claiming for the latter some degree of objectivity,250 Spivak considers the position of the critic
to be of great importance. In her method of theorizing, it is necessary to understand and
explore also the position of the so-called investigator, i.e. the critic.
What [Spivak] asks for is a simultaneous awareness of both the subject and the object of
investigation, such that the investigator understands the repercussions of speaking from
an unavoidable positionality and does not seek to be transparent: a simple lens through
which the object can be seen.251
The interest that Spivak puts into detailing the position of the subject is particularly evident in
her critical system. Many of her essays aim at negotiating subject-positions and finding
strategies to account for the subject’s positionality. In this direction, I suggest, Spivak’s use
of deconstruction must be read as a mode of critical reading, a technique that might allow the
exercise of a politically correct deconstructive politics that avoids fundamentalisms or clear-
cut positions in the awareness that:
What deconstruction looks at is the limits of the centering, and points at the fact that
these boundaries of the centering of the subject are indeterminate and that the subject
(being always centred) is obliged to describe them as determinate.252
In other words, a major difference between Spivak and Said can be explained by observing
that, in Spivak’s enquiry, the subject is recognized as being significantly involved in the
249 For more on this topic, see Stephen Morton, Gayatri Chakravory Spivak (London: Routledge, 2003),
especially Chapter 2, “Setting deconstruction to work,” pp. 25-44. 
250 See Peter Childs and Patrick Williams, “Spivak and the subaltern,” in An Introduction to Postcolonial
Theory, pp. 157-184.
251 Ibid., p. 171, my emphasis.
252 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Practical Politics of the Open End,” in Sarah Harasym (ed.), The Post-
Colonial Critic: Interviews, Strategies, Dialogues (London and NY: Routledge, 1990), p. 104, my emphasis.
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object of critical scrutiny. As Childs and Williams highlighted, ‘the insistence that the subject
is significantly involved in the object of critical scrutiny marks a major difference between
Spivak and Said.’253 In order to identify the position of the subject in the context of a literary
(or generally textual) representation, Spivak constructs a complex perspective that keeps
track at the same time of: a) the position of the literary critic who carries out the
investigation; b) the position of the author who is representing (“who” is representing); c), the
position of the object of representation (“whom” is represented).
In a particular way, Spivak’s concern to ask at the same time ‘who is representing
whom, and how’254 applies also to her own position as a literary critic. This concern has
fostered the need to reflect on her own position as an academic, in terms of categories such as
race, gender, ethnicity, education, and religion. As an Indian undergraduate who conducted
her postgraduate studies in the US, Spivak has often rejected the label she is assigned of
being a “spokesperson” for the Third World.255 Her interest in the dynamics involved in the
Western academy is derived from her attention to the position of the subject: ‘the micro-
politics of the academy and the macro-narrative of imperialism.’256
Spivak’s theoretical approach has placed critical theory in a new context that differs
from that explored by Said. Whereas Said limited his analysis to Western texts, foci of
Spivak’s critical attention are in fact both Western and non-Western cultural representations,
to which she applies without distinction the technique of deconstruction originated in
Western theory. Childs and Williams have argued that Spivak, by not limiting her object of
analysis to Western cultural representations, is implicitly rejecting the argument that Western
theory cannot be applied to a broader, non-Eurocentric range of cultural productions.257
In comparison to Said, Spivak’s essays are more interested in unveiling the effects
that imperialism, as a more subtle and pervasive form of political or economic control has
had on cultural production, rather than colonialism as a direct form of political subjugation
(and still has in the form of neo-colonial practices). The reason for this preference is clear. As
Childs and Williams have suggested:
Spivak has spoken of imperialism rather than colonialism, because one of her aims has
253 “Spivak and the subaltern,” in An Introduction to Postcolonial Theory, p. 171.
254 Ibid., p. 160.
255 For more on this topic, see Spivak, “Asked to Talk About Myself,” in Third Text, Vol. 19 (Summer 1992),
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been to broaden analyzes of colonial discourse from reappraisals of nineteenth-century
European territorial expansion into debates over neo-colonial relations, racism in the
West, and the international division of labour.258
In the late phase that capitalism has reached in the contemporary geopolitical scenario,
Spivak sees a displacement of similar power dynamics to those that played their part in the
course of the nineteenth century with the phase of European territorial expansionism. In other
words, in the asymmetrical distribution of power that characterizes the international division
of labour today – with the division of economic power between First-World countries that are
able to invest capital and Third-World countries that provide the field for investment, Spivak
sees a reproduction of the dynamics that took place in the course of the nineteenth-century
with the phase of European imperialism. As she argues in “Can the Subaltern Speak?”:
The contemporary international division of labour is a displacement of the divided field
of nineteenth-century territorial imperialism. Put simply, a group of countries, generally
first-world, are in position of investing capital; another group, generally third-world,
provide the field for investment, both through the comprador indigenous capitalists and
through their ill-protected and shifting labour force.259
The most important area of investigation for Spivak is representation and the way in which
representation occurs. She considers the function of representation in its double articulation,
which includes at the same time the ability of “speaking for” and that of re-presenting or
“portraying.” Whereas the first function is mostly used in the political arena, the second is
employed in the domain of art and philosophy.260 These two meanings of re-presentation are
distinguished in the German language by the terms darstellen (representation as aesthetic
portrait) and vertreten (representation by proxy).261
In her acclaimed essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” Spivak further develops her
critique of western models of class-consciousness and subjectivity.262 She looks to Deleuze’s
philosophy263 to distinguish between the two different articulations of the function of
258 Ibid., p. 157.
259 Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman (eds.), Colonial Discourse and
Post-Colonial Theory: A Reader (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993), p. 83, my emphasis. 
260 Ibid., p. 70. Spivak finds evidence of these two different meanings of representation and of the interplay
between vertreten (‘represent’ in the sense of ‘speaking for’) and darstellen (represent in the sense of
‘portraying’) in a passage from Marx’s The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte [1852] (reprint,
Maryland: Serenity Publishers, 2008).
261 See Stephen Morton, “Learning from the subaltern,” in Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, p. 57.
262 Ibid., p. 56.
263 The passage to which Spivak is referring here is drawn from Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Anti-
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representation: 
The signifier ‘representation’ is a case in a point. In the same dismissive tone that severs
theory’s link to the signifier, Deleuze declares, ‘There is no more representation; there’s
nothing but action.’264
With regards to representation, Spivak reads imperialism and imperial history as forms of
epistemic violence. She sees imperialism as a type of discourse that has constructed the world
in specific terms for both colonizer and colonized, requiring ‘the colonized to see themselves
in their own “world” as marginal to the colonizer’s centrality.’265 Historically speaking, this
process has coincided with the construction of a type of history where the structures of
discursive knowledge have fostered the representation of the colonial subject as “The
Other.”266 In Spivak’s interpretation, imperialism has constructed powerful narratives not
only in the domain of history, but also in other discursive contexts such as those of
geography, gender and identity. She has suggested that, through the construction of imperial
history, the West has produced the “Worldling” of the Third World according to specific
interests and a specific agenda.
3.3 Spivak and the Subaltern Studies Project: from a Project of Nativist 
History to a Critique of Colonial Historiography 
Because of the ‘violence of imperialist epistemic, social and disciplinary inscription,’267 the
intellectual need has emerged for a project that could retrieve the perspective of those who
could not provide a representation of themselves in dominant discourses. Spivak found the
work of the Subaltern Studies group268 of Indian historiographers to be useful in this area.
This intellectual group269 sought to redress the imbalance, created in academic work, by a
tendency to focus on élites or élite cultures in the context of South Asian historiography.
Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Richard Hurley et al. (Viking Press: New York, 1977). 
264 Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” p. 70.
265 See “Spivak and the subaltern,” in An Introduction to Postcolonial Theory, p. 166.
266 ‘Like Said, Spivak is here indebted to Foucault’s model of history as constituted by epistemes, structures of
discursive knowledge in which, Foucault concluded, there was a violent break at the end of the eighteenth
century.’ See “Spivak and the subaltern,” in An Introduction to Postcolonial Theory, p. 165.
267 See Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” p. 80.
268 The literary category of the subaltern has to be referred to the social classes traditionally under-represented
by Indian historiography. This group of historiographers adapted to the post-colonial context many of the
theoretical underpinnings on the subaltern classes developed by Italian thinker Antonio Gramsci. 
269 The Subaltern Studies group of Indian historiographers was composed of Ranajit Guha, Shahid Amin, David
Arnold, and Partha Chattaraje. 
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They suggested focussing on the historical agency located in the Indian peasantry, who, they
argue, were equally instrumental in Indian colonial history, but who have been under-
represented in historical accounts.
The group aims to uncover an alternative history to that of the colonizers, which sees
India in terms of the Raj and reactions to it, and that of an Indian élite, which sees
Independence as the culmination of a struggle by a series of leaders such as Gandhi and
Nehru.270
By including the project of the Subaltern Studies group, Spivak intended to oppose the work
of many Western and even post-colonial historians who – by reading resistance almost
exclusively as a product of nationalism and therefore ignoring other histories and different
kinds of resistances – have ended up reinforcing the narrative of imperialism and duplicating
its exclusions and occlusions. In order to embark on their project, the group must have asked: 
Can the subaltern speak? Here we are within Foucault’s own discipline of history and
with people who acknowledge his influence. Their project is to rethink Indian colonial
historiography from the perspective of the discontinuous chain of peasant insurgencies
during the colonial occupation.271
One of the problems faced by the group was: ‘how does the historiographer give a voice or an
agency to those sections of the colonized who participated in anti-colonial resistance?’272 The
complex obstacle they encountered in their effort to retrieve the “subaltern consciousness”
relied on the fact that the identity of the subaltern – the class of the Indian peasantry in the
context of colonial historiography – could only be constructed through an indirect and
differential process, that is by “scrutinizing texts” from the Raj.273
Spivak would have soon realized that the attempt to retrieve the subaltern
consciousness fostered by the group couldn’t turn out to be a fully effective project. Indeed,
the group acknowledged that ‘they [could not] ascertain the subalterns’ view directly,’274 in
fact they ‘[could] only document peasant consciousness through the effects of insurgency on
270 “Spivak and the subaltern,” in An Introduction to Postcolonial Theory, p. 161. See also Spivak, “Subaltern
Studies: Deconstructing Historiography,” i n In Other Worlds: Essays in Cultural Politics (New York:
Routledge, 1998), pp. 270-304.
271 Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” pp. 78-79, my emphasis.
272 “Spivak and the subaltern,” in An Introduction to Postcolonial Theory, p. 162.
273 The British Raj was the rule of the British Crown from 1858 to 1947. 
274  See “Spivak and the subaltern,” in An Introduction to Postcolonial Theory, p. 162, my emphasis. 
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authority.’275 However, the group’s approach provided Spivak with an interesting example of
an interventionist practice that could potentially lead to a shift in the teaching of imperialism
and resistance and a shift in perspective in locating the agent of change – in the context of
South Asian colonial historiography – as the insurgent or the subaltern.276 In other words,
Spivak found all the limitations encountered by a historiographic project that attempted to
reproduce the rebel consciousness indirectly, through the subject-effects and the inscriptions
found in the texts of colonial historiography. The paradox encountered by the group is,
according to Spivak, that, in attempting to give voice to the subaltern, and by claiming to
“represent” and “speak” for him,277 they achieved the effect of paradoxically silencing
him/her. Referring to the juxtaposition that Spivak makes of aspects of Foucault’s and
Deleuze’s critical thinking in the pages of “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” Stephen Morton
argues that:
The point of this juxtaposition is to emphasize how the benevolent, radical western
intellectual can paradoxically silence the subaltern by claiming to represent and speak
for their experience, in the same way that the benevolent colonialist silenced the voice of
the widow, who ‘chooses’ to die on her husband’s funeral pyre.278
Spivak also found that the group’s intellectual activity of ‘Investigat[ing], identify[ing], and
measur[ing] the specific’279 hid an “essentialist” agenda280 in that it made use of a form of
“strategic essentialism.” Instead, they needed to “postulate” a subaltern consciousness, an
identity of which there was, however, no “empirical” evidence in the texts of the Raj. As
Childs and Williams have shown, ‘For Spivak, a post-structuralist theorist concerned with the
specific and the discursive, essentialism represents a globalizing and a-historical approach
which she would always seek to question.’281 
I suggest that, through her study of the group’s work, Spivak reaches the conclusion
that the agency of the subaltern cannot be retrieved directly through the immediate
reconstruction of his/her voice or agency, but only through a complex reconstruction of the
275 Ibid. 
276 See Spivak, “Subaltern Studies: Deconstructing Historiography,” in In Other Worlds: Essays in Cultural
Politics, p. 271.
277 See earlier in this chapter for the distinction between the two meanings of representation, rendered in the
German language with the terms darstellen and vertreten.  
278 Stephen Morton, “Learning from the subaltern,” in Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, p. 56, my emphasis.
279 Ibid., p. 80.
280 Ibid.
281 “Spivak and the subaltern,” in An Introduction to Postcolonial Theory, p. 159. 
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indirect effects that insurgency has had on the social text of colonial historiography.282 From
this perspective, constructing an alternative history to the dominant one, alongside the
attempt to uncover and reconstruct the agency of the subaltern subject results in only a
partial, unsatisfying achievement. This, therefore, leaves open the investigation about
subalternity and agency in a representative context as a controversial and open-ended debate
which has spanned Spivak’s critical journey from “Can the Subaltern Speak” to the more
recent quest on the Native Informant in A Critique of Postcolonial Reason283 (1999).
As we have seen, the criticism that Spivak has directed at the group’s methodology
was based on the verified fact that – in the texts of colonial historiography to which Guha and
the other Subaltern historians had access – there was no sign of “speech activity” of the
subaltern that could be directly investigated. In fact, they sought to elaborate the agency of
the subaltern by focussing on the scarce signs of peasant insurgency present in the colonial
texts. As Spivak has observed:
In the semioses of the social text [of Indian colonial historiography] elaborations of
insurgency stand in the place of “the utterance.”’284
In this context, therefore, it could be commented that although Spivak noticed the weakness
inherent to the group’s methodology, she wasn’t able to formulate or indicate any alternative
or supplementary strategy that could have helped in “retrieving” the subaltern consciousness
more effectively.285
Spivak’s conclusion to the proposition that the subaltern “cannot speak” implies
consequences both in the context of subject-formation as well as in the historiographical. The
fact the subaltern’s voice can’t be retrieved entails the impossibility of articulating a
subjectivity as well as the impossibility of writing an alternative history from a subaltern
position. Once it is clear that the post-colonial historian, or critic, doesn’t have sufficient
means to retrieve the subaltern’s voice, the only positive task open for him/her is that to
‘point to the silence [of the subaltern],’ a task Spivak sees as crucial in looking at dominant
discourses and unlearning the privilege implicit in the way dominant discourses are
constructed.
Based on these premises, Spivak has been forced by the theoretical difficulties
282 See Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” p. 82.
283 See Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Towards a History of the Vanishing
Present (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999). 
284 “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” p. 82.
285 Ibid.
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encountered by the Subaltern Studies group to re-dimension and to convert the programme
for an “alternative history” into a simple critique of historiography. Therefore, Spivak’s
reflection has shifted from ‘making a narrative of the past [to simply] framing a narrative of
the construction of the past.’286 In other words, she has been forced to turn the more ambitious
project of constructing an alternative history into the more realistic one of providing a
critique of the dominant historical representation, that aims at analyzing the assumptions and
workings of that representation. As Morton has argued:
If the subaltern’s political voice and agency could not be retrieved from the archive of
colonial or élite nationalist histories, then it could perhaps be gradually re-inscribed
through a critique of dominant historical representation.287
To conclude, Spivak has acknowledged the limits encountered by the group in their attempt
to realize an alternative history to the colonial one by seeking to offer an alternative
disciplinary model to that of imperial history, dominated by epistemic violence. Nonetheless,
despite acknowledging the limits to their strategy, she didn’t propose any other strategy, apart
from a wide and undifferentiated use of deconstruction, that could serve to supplement the
theoretical weaknesses of the model of “releasing suppressed histories.” Indeed, she
continues to rely on this type of strategy – which the Subaltern Studies group applied
exclusively to the field of historiography – in A Critique of Postcolonial Reason (1999).
3.4 A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Towards an Inter-disciplinary 
Critique of Colonial Discourse
In A Critique of Postcolonial Reason,288 possibly her most dense and complex text, Spivak
seeks to retrieve and nuance the figure of the subaltern, as well as analyze the figure of the
Native Informant. The book traces the perspective of the Native Informant as a Leitmotiv of
an interdisciplinary research that crosses the boundaries of the social sciences. She borrows
the original sense of the Native Informant from ethnography, where it was a figure in the very
passive condition of only providing “data” to be interpreted by the anthropologist.289
According to James Clifford, the father of the intellectual project gathered around Writing
286 See “Spivak and the subaltern,” in An Introduction to Postcolonial Theory, p. 165.
287 Morton,“Learning from the Subaltern,” in Gayatri Chavrakorty Spivak, p. 51.
288 See Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Towards a History of the Vanishing
Present (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1999).
289 See Spivak, “Philosophy,” in A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, p. 6.
67
Culture,290 ‘the predominant metaphors in anthropological research have been participant-
observation, data collection, and cultural description, all of which presuppose a standpoint
outside – looking at, objectifying, or, somewhat closer, “reading” a given reality.’291
In A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, Spivak suggests a more “open” and
“imaginative” use of this figure, whose origin and primary use is indebted to the field of
ethnography, where it occupies a special role.292 However, it seems clear that Spivak intends
the figure of the Native Informant, in its metaphorical meaning, as an equivalent to the
subaltern, as a discursive figure that is incapable of self-representation,293and by tracking its
occurrence and concealment in literary, philosophical, historical and cultural texts. In other
words, Spivak employs the Native Informant, in the context of The Critique, as a “metaphor”
for the subaltern. In the same way that Marx conceived and employed the Asiatic Mode of
Production294 as a crucial stage to explain capitalistic system, the Native Informant serves
Spivak to highlight the possibility of providing a counter-narrative to the dominant
discourse, where the native finds himself/herself in the powerless position of not being able
t o narrate himself/herself. Ultimately, what appears clear from all the expressions through
which this figure takes shape is that the Native Informant never comes across as a full,
rounded presence, but as a figure whose representability always borders with the
impossibility of representation. Like the “rebel consciousness” the Subaltern Studies group
sought to discover and retrieve from the texts of the Raj, the Native Informant is a presence
that can only be brought to light through reading “between the lines” of a vast corpus of
historical, philosophical and literary texts. The Native Informant Spivak refers to is to be
intended as the self-marginalized or the migrant subject that informs much of postcolonial
discourse. In the place opened by the incertitude of a figure whose contours are imperceptible
and whose presence is elusive, and that must be read “between the lines,” she finds a vacuum
for attempting a more eclectic interpretation of this figure. She argues that she is not content
to fit herself into that “subdisciplinary ghetto”295 where colonial and post-colonial discourse
are limited according to the narrow boundaries of single disciplines. Rather, her intention is
to shape the framework of The Critique by drawing on sources extracted from the tradition of
290 James Clifford and George E. Marcus (eds.), Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography (Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 1986).
291 Ibid., “Introduction,” p. 12. 
292 See Spivak, “Philosophy,” in A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, p. 6.
293 For the use of this expression, see Neil Lazarus, “Disavowing decolonization,” in Nationalism and Cultural
Practice in the Postcolonial World, p. 109.
294 Gayatri Spivak, “Philosophy,” in A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, pp. 1-111.
295 Gayatri Spivak, “Philosophy,” in A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, p. 1.
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different disciplines: literary texts, major philosophical systems, historiography, and other
cultural practices. When analyzing texts written by the “Three Last Wise Men” of the
continental tradition, Kant, Hegel and Marx, Spivak borrows foreclosure,296 a category from
Lacanian Psychoanalysis, to describe the way in which the philosophers’ intellectual projects
hide, omit, ignore or minimize the perspective of the Native, to be intended, in the context of
their extremely Eurocentric systems, as the Third World subject. In Lacan’s formulation,
foreclosure is a very strong defence technique that the ego sets into practice in order to  reject
an idea together with the effect that is associated with it, behaving as if the idea had never
occurred. It is a technique of epistemic violence, although it may also acquire a political
connotation. 
 Spivak argues that the “raw man” depicted in Kant’s Critique of Judgement297 is
unable to experience the feeling of the sublime, something to which only the cultivated,
European male subject is guaranteed access. She also notes that Hegel’s remarks on the
Srimad-Bhagavad-Gita298 reflect his evaluation of Middle-Eastern, Oriental art as being
artistically inferior to European, due to an imperfect balance between content and shape. In
Spivak’s opinion, the Asiatic Mode of Production, a pre-capitalist mode of production
mentioned by Marx in the Grundrisse,299 doesn’t correspond to any empirically recognizable
space,300 but operates as a moment of “theoretical fiction” in order to imply a society where
individuals are not accustomed to property. This is referred to only in order to show the
pitfalls of the normative logic of capitalism, that is to prove why this system didn’t determine
itself in the same way in every region of the world. 
In the section of The Critique dedicated to the practice of literature, Spivak analyzes
three feminist texts extracted from the nineteenth- and twentieth-century literary traditions.
Her analysis reveals the intention of clarifying the connection between imperialism and a
particular kind of consolidation of feminist individualism.301 She considers Brontë’s Jane
296 See Jean Laplanche and J-B. Pontalis, The Language of Psychoanalysis, tr. Donald Nicholson – Smith (New
York: Norton, 1974).
297 See I. Kant, The Critique of Judgement, tr.  J. H. Bernard (New York: Hafner Press, 1951).
298 The Srimad-Bhagavatam is an epic classic of Sanskrit literature telling of the incarnations and activities of
Khrisna throughout human history. For more on this topic, see Spivak, “Philosophy,” in A Critique of
Postcolonial Reason, p. 45. 
299 See Karl Marx, Grundrisse: Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy, tr. Martin Nicolaus (New
York: Viking, 1973). 
300 “Philosophy,” in A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, p. 73.
301 For more on this topic, see also Inderpal Grewal, Home and Harem: Nation, Gender, Empire, and the
Cultures of Travel (London: Leicester University Press, 1996). 
69
Eyre302 (1847), Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea303 (1966), and Shelley’s Frankenstein304(1818). In
these specific cases, whether the axiomatics of imperialism are very evident in a “Worldling”
such as Jane Eyre’s, Rhys’ and Shelley’s narratives provide a critique of them in both
“substance” and “rhetoric.”305 Concerning the poetics of these texts, Spivak explores the
phenomenon she calls “Soul Making.” This consists of the process through which the author
seemingly shapes – in the context of his/her fiction – the subject of the colonized by drawing
attention to his very alterity.306 In another literary context, Spivak reflects on the histories of
the Indian adivasis307 as well as the formerly untouchable lowest Hindu castes. She analyzes
the works of Mahasweta Devi, particularly her novella “Pterodactyl, Pirtha and Puran
Sahay.”308 The inclusion of this text in her corpus of case studies provides an interesting
example within the debate between locationist and non-locationist cultural studies. The
complicated “status” of this novella, that, on a different level, provides an example of how
the axiomatics of imperialism can be displaced into postcolonial discourse,309raises useful
questions about the delicate issues raised by narrativity and cultural translation, as this takes
shape in the double process of translation provided by Devi – who translates the aboriginals –
and Spivak, who in turn translates Devi, working on her precarious and fragile storytelling of
the tribal stories.
3.5 Adaptations of the Subaltern to the Present Geopolitical Scenario 
and Revision of its Meaning in Scattered Speculations 
As noted in Section 3.3, Spivak draws on the work of the Subaltern Studies group to
elaborate her notion of the subaltern. This group used the term to indicate the social classes
that have been traditionally under-represented by Indian historiography, and by especially
referring in their work to the class of the Indian peasantry who, they argue, were equally
instrumental in Indian history, but have been under-represented in historical accounts. Guha
explains his application of the word subaltern to the context of South-Asian historiography
302 Charlotte Bronte, Jayne Eyre [1847] (reprint, New York: The New American Library, 1960). 
303 Jean Rhys, Wide Sargasso Sea [1966] (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1966). 
304 Mary Shelley, Frankenstein [1818] (reprint, London: Penguin, 2003). 
305 Gayatri Spivak, “Literature,” in A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, p. 115.
306 For more on this topic, see Sangeeta Ray, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak: In Other Words (Oxford: Blackwell
Publishing, 2009), p. 30 onwards.
307 Adivasi is the term used to indicate a heterogeneous set of ethnic and tribal groups considered the aboriginal
population of South Asia.
308 The translation of Devi’s novella is contained in Imaginary Maps: Three Stories by Mahasweta Devi, tr.
Gayatri Spivak (New York: Routledge 1994), pp. 95-196.
309 Gayatri Spivak, “Literature,” in A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, p. 115.
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‘as a name for the general attribute of subordination in South Asian society, whether this is
expressed in terms of class, caste, age, gender, office or in any other way.’310 However, the
origin of the word subaltern comes from Antonio Gramsci’s The Southern Question,311 in
which he used the term to denote a group without class consciousness.312 
Since “Can the Subaltern Speak?”313 Spivak appears particularly interested in defining
the figure of the subaltern that occupies an important role in her theoretical and critical
system. The nuancing of the notion of the subaltern appears as a complex task, and she has
been working on the stratification of its meaning since the early 1980s. She has found many
occurrences of the subaltern in the context of the present geopolitical scenario. In the late-
twentieth century, Spivak has identified the subaltern with figures such as the “new
immigrant,” the “Poor Woman of the South” and the working class.314 However, the subaltern
remains a complex and stratified figure with the two meanings of representation as re-
presenting and speaking for315 both coming into play.
In her early definition, the subaltern is a figure who is unable to provide his/her own
self-representation and therefore needs to be represented by others. At a primarily level, as
Neil Lazarus has argued, the subaltern is ‘a discursive figure that is by definition incapable of
self-representation.’316 On the other hand, in the second meaning of representation of
speaking for (vertreten), the subaltern is also to be identified as a figure who lacks the ability
of agency in a collective, and therefore political, sense. 
 Spivak elaborates a different formulation almost twenty years later in the essay
“Scattered speculations on the subaltern and the popular”317 (2005). Here, she shows how the
concepts of subalternity and agency are deeply embedded, and defines subalternity as a
condition where ‘social lines of mobility, being elsewhere, do not permit the formation of a
310 See Ranajit Guha, “Preface” in Ranajit Guha and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (eds.), Selected Subaltern
Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), pp. 35-37.
311 See Antonio Gramsci, “Some Aspects of the Southern Question,” David Forgacs (ed.), The Gramsci Reader:
Selected Writings 1916-1935 (New York: New York University Press, 2000). 
312 See Antonio Gramsci, “History of the Subaltern Classes: Some Methodological Criteria,” excerpted in
Selections from the Prison Notebooks, Q. Hoare and G. Nowell Smiths (eds.) (London: Lawrence and
Wishart, 1971), pp. 202-207. 
313 See Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” in Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman (eds.), Colonial
Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: A Reader (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993), pp. 66-
111.
314 See A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, p. 6, 
315 See earlier in the chapter for a distinction between the two meanings of representation, p. 67.
316 See Neil Lazarus, “Disavowing decolonization,” in Nationalism and Cultural Practice in the Postcolonial
World (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999), p. 109.
317 See Gayatri Chavrakorty Spivak, “Scattered Speculations on the Subaltern and the Popular,” Postcolonial
Studies, Vol. 8, no.4 (2005), pp. 475-486.
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recognisable basis of action.’318 In the same vein, she defines agency as ‘the name given to the
institutionally validated action, assuming collectivity, distinguished from the formation of the
subject, which exceeds the outlines of individual intention.’319 A few paragraphs later, she
refers to a passage from “The Eighteenth Brumaire,”320 where Marx is talking about class
formation by looking specifically at the example of 19th-century small-property owners of
France. These, he argued, ‘cannot represent themselves; they need to be represented,’321 and
therefore represent a class as a “constative” but not as a “performative.” Hereafter, Spivak
associates the notion of subalternity with the idea of the non-recognition of agency.322 By
assuming the dimension of collectivity (or agency in a political sense) as the main dimension
that defines the condition of subalternity, and by relegating to a secondary plane the more
“individualistic” aspect that attains to the process of subject-formation, Spivak reconstructs
the process through which: 
The idea of subalternity became imbricated with the idea of non-recognition of agency.323
In “Scattered Speculations,” she defines subalternity quite generally as a ‘position without
identity.’324 She warns against the tendency that had recently emerged in the domain of
cultural criticism of identifying the figure of the subaltern with the humanist figure of “the
people.” The identification between these two figures is for her a form of strategic
essentialism similar to that used by the Subaltern Studies group in their effort to retrieve a
subaltern consciousness. At the same time, she points at the slide of the subaltern into the
popular and explains it as a form of misunderstanding fostered by a too casual use of the
word subaltern in Guha’s early work.325 Spivak clarifies, on the contrary, that ‘the word
“subaltern” and the idea of the “popular” do not inhabit a continuous space’326 and that
‘subalternity [today] is a position without identity.’327 Applied to the geopolitical scenario of
the early twenty-first century, the category of the subaltern coincides for Spivak with the
318 Ibid., p. 476.
319 Ibid. 
320 Karl Marx,“The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte,” in Surveys from Exile: Political Writings, Vol. 2,
trans. David Fernbach (reprint, London: Verso, 2010).
321 See “Scattered Speculations,” p. 476. 
322 See Spivak, “Scattered Speculations,” pp.  476-477.
323 Ibid.
324 Ibid., p. 477.
325 See Spivak, “Scattered Speculations,” p. 476. See Ranajit Guha, “On some aspects of the Historiography of
Colonial India”, in Ranajit Guha (ed.), Subaltern Studies I: Writings on South Asian History and Society
(New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1982). 
326 “Scattered Speculations,” p. 476.
327 “Scattered Speculations,” p. 477.
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classes and social groups that are disempowered and marginalized by the dominant Western
culture and political system. This includes figures such as the new immigrant, the working
class, and the “Poor Woman of the South.” In other words, the category of the subaltern
corresponds today with all people who find themselves at the margins of ‘the circuit marked
out by this epistemic violence, men and woman among the illiterate peasantry, the tribals, the
lowest strata of the urban subproletariat.’328
3.6 Criticisms of Spivak’s Critical System
Criticisms have been raised with respect to many aspects of Spivak’s critical system, but they
have all pivoted around some central and controversial aspects of her theoretical system. A
common criticism is of her overuse of the discussion of epistemic violence as a dynamic
connected, in the first instance, with the practices of imperialism, and as an “overarching”
and “omnipresent” paradigm across the interpretation of literary and cultural works. She has
employed this paradigm consistently, from her earlier theoretical work.329 
As with Said’s Orientalism, the risk in considering the phenomenon of epistemic
violence as omnipresent and totalizing in the domain of cultural production is that of granting
a complete and unchallenged authority to dominant discourses.  In this vein, critics such as
Henry Louis Gates330 and Benita Parry criticized Spivak’s tendency to understand all
discourse as colonial, and thus eradicating from her deconstructive reading any possibility of
looking in the text for any form of oppositional agency.331 Parry has particularly criticized
Spivak’s over-emphasis on colonial discourse analysis; her view is that Spivak’s arguments
against epistemic violence, hegemonic nativism and reverse ethnocentrism deny the native’s
role as historical subject as well as undervaluing anti-imperial liberation movements.332 In her
important essay “Problems in Current Theories of Colonial Discourse”333 Parry takes issue
with Spivak’s theorization of subalternity, by highlighting that, with regards to the way in
which Spivak reads the work of the Subaltern Studies group work “against the grain,” her
deconstructive reading ‘gives no speaking part to the colonized, effectively writing out the
328 “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” p. 78. 
329 As an example of Spivak’s earlier critical production, see G. Spivak, “Three Women’s Texts and a Critique
of Imperialism,” Critical Enquiry, Vol. 12, no.1, “Race,” Writing and Difference (Autumn 1985):  pp 243-
261. 
330 See Henry Louis Gates, “Critical Fanonism,” Critical Enquiry, Vol. 17 (1991), pp. 457-70. 
331 See “Spivak and the subaltern,” in An Introduction to Postcolonial Theory, p. 176. 
332 See Benita Parry, “Problems in Current Theories of Colonial Discourse,” Oxford Literary Review, Vol. 9,
no. 1-2 (1987), pp. 27-58.
333 Ibid.
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evidence of native agency recorded in India’s 200-year struggle against British conquest and
the Raj.’334 Parry regrets ‘Spivak’s deliberated deafness to the native voice where it is to be
heard’ and argues that even in her deconstructive textual readings, by pointing to the so-
called “subaltern’s silence,” Spivak eradicates all possible evidence of  oppositional
agency.335 
Neil Lazarus argues that ‘Spivak is comparatively uninterested in marking the
differences between the ideological project of colonialism and anti-colonialism.’336
Reinforcing Parry’s argument about the lack of interest that Spivak appears to have directed
to the reality of non-nationalist movements in the history of colonial India, Lazarus argues
that: ‘On Spivak’s reading, to cast “the colonized” as such in a historical narrative is to
privilege a certain kind of agency, a certain kind of subjectivity and of “speaking” – that of
the colonized subject who “speaks” as a national(ist) – and to homogenize and bracket as
incidental all other kinds.’337 Agreeing with Parry’s critique of Spivak’s way of theorizing the
subaltern, Lazarus argues that:
For Parry evidently interprets Spivak’s theory of subalternity in the light of a
“translation” of the subject-centered concept of agency into the poststructuralist language
of interpellation, such as that the colonized come to be cast “passively” as constituted
subject-objects of colonial discourse rather than “actively” as colonialism’s self-
conscious resisters.338
3.7 Death of a Discipline:  Towards a Reconfiguration of the Study of 
Literature 
In Death of a Discipline339 Spivak settles the ground to rethink the discipline of Comparative
Literature through a synthesis with the discipline of Area Studies. She sees the synthesis
between these two currently separate institutional domains as a necessary stepping stone in
the process of renewal of both disciplines, especially in light of recent developments that
have taken place in Area Studies.
In the chapter entitled “Crossing Borders”340 Spivak refers to Toby Walkman’s
334 See Benita Parry, “Problems,” p. 35.
335 Ibid., p. 39.
336 Neil Lazarus, “Disavowing Decolonization,” in Nationalism and Cultural Practice in the Postcolonial
World (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999), p. 109.
337 Ibid., p. 111. 
338 Ibid., p. 112.
339 See Gayatri Spivak, Death of a Discipline (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003).
340 See Spivak, “Crossing Borders,” in Death of a Discipline, pp. 1-25.
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pamphlet341 to explain how the notion of the world as divided into self-contained areas has
been increasingly called into question, as more attention ‘has been paid to movement between
areas.’342 Spivak argues that, particularly after the end of the Cold War, the traditional
configuration of Area Studies has been challenged by movements of global capital as well as
labour migrations, diasporas, and processes of cultural circulation and hybridization. She
notes that, after 9/11, new patterns of these trans-national movements have emerged. All of
these factors combined have fostered the need for a reconfiguration of Area Studies in a way
that can promote a ‘more subtle and nuanced reading of areas’ identity and composition.’343 
The advantages that a disciplinary collaboration between Comparative Literature and
Area Studies could open inside and outside academia rely, for Spivak, on the possibility of
developing an approach to the language of “The Other” from Europe not only as a “field”
language.344 In other words, her proposal can be viewed as an invitation – directed to the
community of literary scholars and social scientists – to step away from the traditional model
of knowledge-production – which focuses on the object (language, people, culture, or
customs) – to the “field” of a more complex and engaged self-other relation.345 
It would work to make the traditional linguistic sophistication of Comparative Literature
to supplement Area Studies (and history, anthropology, political theory and sociology)
by approaching the language of the other not only as a “field” language.  In the field of
literature, we need to move from Anglophony, Lusophony, Teutophony, Francophony, et
cetera. We must take the languages of the Southern Hemisphere as active cultural media
rather than as objects of cultural study by the sanctioned ignorance of the metropolitan
migrant.346
The new methodology that Spivak suggests for the future of Literary Studies could aid the
discipline of Comparative Literature in finding a way to contrast the limitations produced by
its Eurocentric focus, given the space that has been traditionally reserved in academia to
European languages, by allowing direct engagement with the languages of the Southern
Hemisphere, which Spivak calls subaltern languages.347 This new programme, by directly
341 See Toby Alice Volkman, Crossing Borders: Revitalizing Area Studies (New York: Ford Foundation, 1999).
342 Ibid., ix. 
343 Ibid. 
344 “Crossing borders,” p. 9.
345 For more on this topic, see Matt Wagoner, “Death of a Discipline,” Journal for Cultural and Religious
Theory, Vol. 6, no.2 (Spring 2005), pp. 130-1.
346 “Crossing borders,” p. 9, my emphasis. 
347 See Stephen Morton, Gayatri Spivak: Ethics, Subalternity and the Critique of Postcolonial Reason
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007), p. 160.
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recognizing “The Other” from Europe as a producer of knowledge, could therefore serve to
redefine the ideological border between the first-world-based “comparativist” frame and the
third-world-oriented Area Studies contrasting the marginalization that the languages of the
Global South face today in the political and academic institutions, and by encouraging the
growth of literacy in these languages. As she argued in “Teaching for the Times” in 1995,
‘literacy allows us to sense that the other is not just a “voice”, but that others produce
articulated texts even as they, like us, are written in and by a text not of our own making.’348
Although in Death of a Discipline she appears to be specifically concerned with the
future of Comparative Literature, I consider that her critical suggestions for a change in
methodology might be more generally applicable to other branches of Literary Studies; in
particular, Postcolonial Literary Studies, a discipline that does not deal directly with the
problems of intra-literary translation.  I am suggesting that, through the encouragement of a
“collaborative” project between Comparative Literature and Area Studies, Spivak is
implicitly encouraging a more dynamic and open pedagogical approach to the study of
Literature beyond the US-Eurocentric cultural dominance. 
At the same time, I would like to suggest that Spivak’s new approach could encourage
us, in the discipline of Postcolonial Literary Studies, to recognize in the nature of the cultural
formation a far more intersubjective and dynamic character, in a way that could serve us ‘to
give us entry to the performativity of cultures as instantiated in narrative.’349 However, the
first step towards realizing a new approach for the study of literature is, as Spivak has argued,
to recognize “The Other” from Europe as an active producer of knowledge. I believe that this
act could reflect itself, outside the discipline of Comparative Literary Studies and in the
context of literary analysis – a discipline that works constantly through interpreting the
“figures” of the imagination – in the ethical and pedagogical exercise of ‘[looking] for our
definition in the eyes of the other.’350
3.8 Conclusions. Planetarity: An Invocation to Alterity in the Study of 
Literature
A similar invocation of alterity traverses Spivak’s concept of planetarity. Behind the
differentiation between the planet and the globe,351 and her suggestion that only the planet,
348 See “Gayatri Spivak, Teaching for the Times,” p. 193 (cited in in Stephen Morton, Gayatri Spivak: Ethics,
Subalternity and the Critique of Postcolonial Reason, p. 161). 
349 “Crossing borders,” p. 13.
350 Spivak, “Collectivities,” in Death of a Discipline, p. 25.
351 See Spivak, “Planetarity,” in Death of a Discipline,” pp. 71-102.
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and not the “computerized” globe, exists in the form of alterity, it is in fact possible to read
Spivak’s ethical invitation of being open to receive the other as other. 
If we imagine ourselves as planetary subjects rather than global agents, planetary
creatures rather than global entities, alterity remains underived from us; it is not our
dialectical negation, it contains us as much as it flings us away.352
In order to enrich the notion of planetary with this ethical connotation she argues that in
contrast to the globe that ‘is on our computers,’ ‘the planet is in the species of alterity
belonging to another system [from the globe].’353 Although she discourages an easy and clear-
cut distinction between the globe and the planet, clarifying that ‘[the planet] is not really
amenable to a neat contrast with the globe,’354 I would like to state a critical point that, by
invoking the planet, Spivak is implicitly encouraging us in the humanities and the social
sciences to move beyond the old and traditional model of knowledge as object-based (the
globe which is ‘on our computer’) towards a different model of knowledge-production that
starts to elaborate knowledge from the complex “field” of an engaged self-other relation, and
where both subjectivities find themselves to be inevitably positioned. In this sense, and on
Spivak’s planet, Stuart Hall’s words might be useful: ‘we all write and speak from a
particular place and time, from a history and a culture which is always “in context”,
specific.’355
In the course of this investigation, I will problematize some of these critical points in
the context represented by the poeisis – or imaginative making356 – of a series of texts set in
the historical scenario of post-colonial nations in Africa (Bohannan, Kapuściński) the Middle
East (Ghosh), post-colonial  India (Naipaul), and written by authors who, by belonging to
different cultures and nationalities, are positioned in a very particular and distinctive way
towards their object of investigation. I will critically examine and explore how the authors
often show complex dynamics of relating with, encountering and ultimately representing
“The Other.” From this perspective, this being mainly a literary project, I will set myself  the
goal of ‘dis-figur[ing] the undecidable figure into a responsible literality, again and again,’357
of interpreting the text through a series of theoretical lenses that I have elaborated by drawing
352 Spivak, “Planetarity,” in Death of a Discipline, p. 73, my emphasis.
353 Spivak, “Planetarity,” p. 72, my emphasis.
354 Ibid. 
355 See Stuart Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” p. 222.
356 For an explanation of the term poiesis as  “imaginative making, ” see Spivak, “Collectivities,” in Death of A
Discipline, p. 31.
357 “Planetarity,” p. 72.
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on different fields of study.
I suggest that the new model for the study of literature that Spivak has hinted at in
Death of a Discipline could encourage cultural and literary critics to develop a new
methodological approach that could allow the epistemological limits that are generally
implied by an object-based disciplinary approach to be surpassed. In the course of this
research, I will try to indicate how a new methodology for the study of literature – and
especially for the study of narrative – could avail itself of a re-consideration and of a re-
interrogation of often oversimplified or neglected categories such as dialogue and
performativity. I suggest that a “tailored” elaboration of the “global” concept of dialogue that
touches upon aspects of linguistics, metalinguistic, aesthetics and psychology in reading the
literary text could well serve to introduce us to the difficult task of approaching the literary
text according to a new direction. This direction recognizes the still “impossible” but
avowedly “intuitive”358 project of developing a new model of understanding truth in the
context of representation – a model that, by intending truth as the essential product of the
negotiation between subject-positions, might well be called, in Bakhtinian terms, dialogic. 
It is ultimately from this critical perspective that I am attempting the critical reading of
the case studies at the centre of this research. The critical lenses I have elaborated in each
chapter, in fact, all derive from a specific application of the Bakhtinian interdisciplinary
category of dialogue as this is “tailored” to each specific representational context. 
My interest in this research lies in attempting to produce a discursive and
interdisciplinary analysis of the representation of the post-colonial subjectivity in different
works of post-colonial literature set in the regions of Africa, the Middle East and India,
suggesting the need for a global outlook for the discipline of Literary Studies. Disregarding
the specificities that would be offered by focusing on an excessively narrow geographical or
historical background, the research ultimately takes part in that broader project that aspires to
reconsider the field of Postcolonial Literary Studies outside the narrow boundaries of the
Euro-Eurocentric cultural dominance towards a more open perspective that frames the –
sometimes, but not always, European – author in a more active and intersubjective
positionality with regards to his/her object of representation – often the “East” or Developing
World. 
My choice of analyzing literary texts drawn from a transnational perspective that
358 For the impossibility, and however the necessity of conceiving and postulating the concept of “planetarity,”
see Spivak, “Planetarity,” in Death of a Discipline, p. 72, ‘When I invoke the planet, I think of the effort
required to figure the (im)possibility of this underived intuition,’ ibid.
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include Africa (Bohannan, Kapuściński), the Middle East (Ghosh) and India (Naipaul),
comes from the consideration that attempts to elaborate a critical and literary project in the
present critical scenario must be rooted and take place from a “hybrid” location that can
render reason of phenomena of migration, diaspora, displacement and relocation that
increasingly characterize the dynamics of the contemporary world and that directly influence
the way in which culture is being produced and renewed. This assumption has also guided
my choice of case studies – drawn from the genres of ethnography, travel writing and the
novel. As James Duncan and Derek Gregory have suggested in their recent work on travel
writing,359 this is a literary genre that raises important questions about the politics of
representation and spaces of transculturation, alongside the ecological, economic and cultural
implication of the “globalizing” projects of modernity. I made a few remarks earlier360on why
I consider that ethnography might provide a useful terrain for the post-colonial and the
contemporary cultural encounter. The reason behind this choice relies on the consideration of
the place that anthropology and ethnography have always occupied in the study and
representation of cultural difference, and by also taking into consideration the involvement of
anthropology in questions of power-relations and the concerns that specialists of the
ethnographic field have demonstrated towards the resolution of such questions in a
representative context. I have earlier indicated the reasons for my inclusion of the novel in
my selection of case studies, as a more openly “imaginative” and artistic context to explore
the post-colonial cultural encounter.
At the same time, I am aware that a transnational perspective could also represent an
effective scenario to investigate, moving from the literary specificity of the text, the dynamics
of the cultural encounters that – in our increasingly cosmopolitan and hybridized world –
represent the laboratories and territories in which cultural identity is shaped and redefined
through an increasingly dynamic, open-ended and performative process. The complex and
dynamic character inherent to processes of subject-formation in a representational context
will, I hope, allow me to enter into conversation with the latest developments of Spivak’s
critical trajectory as these are outlined, although briefly, in Death of a Discipline (2003).
With the elaboration of the concept of planetarity, I suggest that Spivak has at the
same time attempted to complement a re-formulation of the notion of collectivity outside the
outmoded borders of the nation-state. Although the concept of planetarity appears more as a
359 See James Duncan and Derek Gregory, “Introduction,” in Writes of Passage, (London: Routledge, 2009), p.
1.
360 See this work’s Chapter 2. 
79
“democratic” ideal than as an empirical reality, this has enabled her to call for a
reconfiguration of the only national landscape that has often demarcated the boundaries of
Cultural Studies by envisaging some kind of “utopic” transnational formation. At the same
time, the concept of planetarity has also enabled her to call for some type of ethical
commitment to the language of “The Other” from Europe. 
In conclusion, to bend the considerations that Spivak has elaborated on planetarity in
Death of a Discipline to the purpose of this work, we could argue that, if with the concept of
the “global” we have aimed at abolishing differences and specificities in the measure in
which ‘globalization is the imposition of the same system of exchange everywhere,’361 we can
reverse this process under the new concept of planetarity. This can be done by aiming to
reconstruct the specificity, liveliness and unpredictability of our encounter with “The Other”
on the planet we all inhabit.
361 See Spivak, “Planetarity,” in Death of a Discipline, p. 72, my emphasis.
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Chapter 4
De-Colonizing Ethnography: Laughter, Mimesis, Parody and
the Dialogic Space in Laura Bohannan’s Return to Laughter
Return to Laughter362 offers the portrait of an African society rendered through the “artifice”
of storytelling. Its author, anthropologist Laura Bohannan, has published it as an
“anthropological” novel. The setting and themes of the story make this text a complex
version of the encounter between a Western subjectivity – in the person of Bohannan – and a
colonial society. This text narrates the time and life experiences that Bohannan shared with
the Nigesia, a remote tribe living in West Africa, in the course of the fieldwork she spent
among the tribe in 1954, a few years before Nigeria achieved its independence from British
colonial rule. 
Although based on a “real” fieldwork experience, Bohannan decided to publish her
book as an anthropological novel. In the course of this chapter, I aim to discuss her choice in
light of the critical reading offered on this text by James Clifford. My re-reading of Return to
Laughter develops the critical premises Clifford expressed in the introductory pages of
Writing Culture. In fact, in this chapter, my intention is to unravel the complex discursive
space and the polyphonic potential that this text stages – an aspect Clifford only hinted at in
his critical reading – by closely examining the narrative strategies that are employed in it, in
relation to both critical studies on ethnography and on the novel. By moving from the
analysis of the aesthetic and discursive aspects of this text, I hope that I will be able to
emphasize the complexity of the cultural account staged in it. This unusual novel based on
ethnographic material has commonly been labelled under the genre of the “novel” of
colonialism, despite there being scant reference to British colonial rule. However, in my
view, although maintaining some aspects of the conventional encounter between a Western
and a colonial subjectivity, for the most part this text expresses a “subversion” of the
common dynamics of the colonial encounter as narrated in the context of “traditional”
ethnography. If it’s true that, at the beginning of her fieldwork, Bohannan appears to escape
from the sense of unfamiliarity by creating a microcosm of her own cultural education and
362 See Elenore Smith Bowen, Return to Laughter: An Anthropological Novel (New York: Anchor Books,
1964).
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seeking shelter in books extracted from her European education – including Darwin,
Apuleius, Voltaire, as well as others almost celebratory of the imperialist mission such as
Brontë’s Jane Eyre363– I suggest that this text expresses a “subversion” of the common
dynamics of the colonial encounter. 
 My critical analysis of Return to Laughter will touch upon discursive, aesthetic and,
finally, epistemological aspects. Through its close reading, I hope to demonstrate that the text
stages a cultural encounter with more complex representational and epistemological
dynamics than those typically characterizing the “colonial” encounter. The former has in fact
often been read as an asymmetrical and manipulative type of power-relation between a
Western and a Third World subjectivity.364 I will be suggesting that, conversely, in Return to
Laughter, the author-anthropologist is experimenting with ways of developing the narration
of her fieldwork experience away from a monologic perspective and towards a polyvocal one.
In order to set an investigation on the poetics of the text, I have taken into account that
– as an unusual work of “fiction” based on “ethnographic” material – Return to Laughter
could be explored at the crossroads between two different writing practices – ethnography
and the novel – by being situated at their margins. With this awareness, I have aimed to
contextualize the analysis within the broader context represented by the critical project that
the Writing Culture movement developed on the poetics and politics of ethnographic writing.
This project, developed in the 1980s, looked back at the crisis of discursive conventions that
the discipline of ethnography encountered since the 1950s (though more consistently from the
1960s) by encouraging the growth and expansion of experimental forms of writing that
transcended the strategies of the traditional, authoritarian forms of “classical” ethnography. In
the course of this chapter, I will be attempting to illustrate how the crisis of ethnographic
conventions that was taking place at the time of its production is visible and reflected in the
stylistic choices and representational strategies that Bohannan employs in the narration of her
fieldwork experience. In other words, the publication of Return to Laughter bridges the
passage between a colonial and a postcolonial world order and encapsulates its historical
momentum.
By briefly recapitulating the crisis and development of the discursive strategies that
ethnography went through in the mid-nineteenth century, I hope to show how certain stylistic
and discursive aspects that the author/anthropologist employs in Return to Laughter reflect,
363 For an interpretation of Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (New York: Dover, 1847) as a book celebratory of the
imperialist mission, see Gayatri Spivak, “Literature,” in A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Towards a
History of the Vanishing Present, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), pp. 114-125. 
364 See Edward Said, Orientalism (London: Routledge, 1978).
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in a micro-perspective, the broader epistemological shift that the discipline of ethnography
registered with the emergence of the post-colonial world order. Thus, part of this chapter will
be devoted to the analysis of the discursive and representative strategies that Bohannan
employs in her text with the intention of “subverting” the conventions that occupied the
“traditional” ethnographic account, by recreating a space of major proximity with the subjects
represented. In other words, I will be suggesting that the choice of a more polyphonic style of
cultural account as that actualized in Return to Laughter is only the aesthetic and discursive
“symptom” of a broader and more profound epistemological shift that was investing, at the
time of the production of this text, the discipline of ethnography alongside other cultural
areas. This epistemological shift involved shaking those “tectonic” plaques on which the
discipline had based itself, and recognizing, for the first time, the value of cultural difference
in the field of ethnography. As Rosaldo suggested in Culture and Truth, the remaking of
social analysis in the 1960s implied, for social thinkers, the ‘redirect[ion of]  the agenda of
theory from discrete variables and law-like generalizations to the interplay of different factors
as they unfold within specific cases.’365
  The second part of this chapter will be devoted to the analysis of the modes and
strategies that Return to Laughter has in common with the novel as a literary genre. I will
develop a comparative perspective between Return to Laughter and the modes of the novel
by drawing on the historical genealogy that Bakhtin developed on this discursive formation in
The Dialogic Imagination.366 In conclusion, by intersecting critical studies on ethnography
with studies on the novel, I aim  to: a) explore the strategies through which dialogical and
polyphonic modes are consciously, or unconsciously, employed by the author-anthropologist
in this text; b) unravel the complex discursive space that this text stages drawing on Bakhtin’s
theory on the novel; c) reflect upon the epistemological and ethical consequences that result
from the employment of narrative strategies such as laughter, irony and parody and the
mimetic function in shortening the distance between the domain of the writer/anthropologist
and that of his/her subject of representation; d) finally relating the poetics of this text to its
politics: discuss how the employment of dialogical modes in this text is meaningful in light
of a broader reflection on ethnography’s discursive strategies and their crisis/modification in
correspondence to the emergence of the post-colonial world order.
365 Renato Rosaldo, “The Erosion of Classic Norms,” in Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1992), p. 36. 
366 See Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, tr. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1981).
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4.1. Beyond Traditional Ethnography
4.1.1 An “Early Disturbance” in the Field of Ethnography
In Writing Culture,367 James Clifford referred to Laura Bohannan’s Return to Laughter as an
“early disturbance” in the field of ethnography. Clifford went on to trace a genealogy of the
crisis of discursive and aesthetic conventions that took place in the field of ethnography in the
course of the 1960s. Although the book was written in the mid-1950s – a few years before
anthropologists began analyzing the power dynamics inherent in ethnography – Clifford
argues that the stylistic choices made by the author of Return to Laughter provide a clear
signal of the rapid change occurring in the field of ethnography.368 In particular, he argues
that the choice made by Bohannan to publish her excessively emotional and personal
ethnographic account as a work of fiction reveals the unconventional perspective that
prevailed while she was writing her work. Clifford notes:
That Laura Bohannan in the early sixties had to disguise herself as Bowen, and her
fieldwork as a “novel,” is symptomatic.369
In Return to Laughter, Clifford saw a particular case in which the new tendencies that were
developing in the discipline of ethnography had found a reflection. These consisted of the
introduction of different kinds of representational and discursive innovations. He interprets
Bohannan’s choice to publish her book as an anthropological novel as a “symptom” of the
crisis that was appearing in ethnography.  Although written in the mid-1950s, Return to
Laughter was published ten years later. Clifford also discusses her decision to write under a
pseudonym, that of Elenore Smith Bowen. 
The “tectonic” shift that was beginning to take place consisted of a deep, complex
change that involved the discipline’s internal discursive conventions. One of these related to
the way in which the Native Informant was considered. As we have previously observed, this
figure passed from being a mere source providing data to be interpreted by the
anthropologist370 towards developing a more active role in the process of producing the
367 See James Clifford and George Marcus (eds.), Writing Culture : The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography
(Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1986). 
368 Return to Laughter was written in the mid-1950s, that is a few years before anthropologists actively began
analyzing the power dynamics inherent in ethnography. 
369 See James Clifford and George Marcus (eds.), “Introduction,” in Writing Culture, p. 13. 
370 For a translated reflection on the role of the Native Informant – as subject of representation – in Philosophy
and Literature and therefore outside the disciplinary context of Ethnography, see Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak, “Philosophy,” in A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, p. 6, and this work’s Chapter 3.
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ethnographic text.371
In relating Bohannan’s calling Return to Laughter a work of fiction to the deep
instability of the discipline’s conventions at the time, Clifford overlooks the fact that this text
shares many typical settings with the ethnographic genre. Behind Bohannan’s choice of
disguising herself as writer-of-fiction Elenore Smith Bowen we can read a certain degree of
discomfort of the anthropologist in calling “ethnography” a piece of work that was so distant
from an objective fieldwork account. The text was denoted by a strong subjective tone and
characterized by a high degree of familiarization with the Nigesia’s tribe members, and
therefore too unorthodox to fit within the discipline’s discursive strategies. 
4.1.2 The Crisis of “Classical” Ethnography and the Recognition of Cultural 
Difference: Introducing Polyvocality in the Making of Ethnography 
In Return to Laughter, Clifford saw an early occurrence of the phenomenon of ethnographers
beginning to write in ways that challenged the delicate subjective/objective balance372
introduced in the discipline since Malinowski. In mid-1950s, a significative transformation
was beginning to take place, concerning the stylistic aspects on which ethnography was
based, along with a deeper examination of the political aspects implied in its production.
Since that time, though more fully from the 1960s, ethnographers would start writing in a
different way compared to the past. The usual compromise between the subjective and the
objective element that, since Malinowski’s intervention, determined the delicate balance
implied in the ethnographic “act,” was beginning to show its inconsistency, as the innovation
brought by the new participant-observation method had shown a limited reach in its attempt
to renew the discipline.
Starting from the 1960s, specialists felt that the discipline’s discursive strategies were
reaching a moment of crisis and had to be renewed. This meant the need to modify the
epistemological and the aesthetic/poetical aspects of the discipline, acquiring new approaches
to their object of study as well as new writing techniques. From a specifically epistemological
standpoint, a new perspective was opened between the ethnographer and the native
communities: his/her authorial and detached knowledge of them was turned into a much more
democratic relation to them. This epistemological shift meant shaking the very foundations
of ethnography, recognizing for the first time the value of cultural difference, and introducing
into the discipline’s discursive strategies some of the ideological shifts that, in the same
371 See this work’s Chapter 2.
372 Ibid. 
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decade, were investing and transforming other cultural areas.
Historically and politically, the 1950s coincided with the beginning of that complex
process of dismantling of the European colonial empires and with the achievement of
independence by many previously colonized nations, especially in the African region. This is
precisely the historical momentum to which Return to Laughter applies. The monumental
historical change brought on by the process of decolonization was symptomatically registered
by anthropologists, and directly affected their way of doing fieldwork and their relationship
with native populations, previously that of colonized people, but now becoming free and
independent.373 This deep change in historical conditions was to be reflected in ethnography
as a genre of social description, given that the main concern of this discipline was that of
writing about and among different cultures and therefore of providing a form of cross-
cultural understanding.
Renato Rosaldo provides an invigorating excursus on the complex process of
“remaking” of social analysis after the 1960s in his book Culture and Truth: The Remaking
of Social Analysis.374 By focusing on the tradition of American social thought, Rosaldo
established a causality between the process of reconfiguration of American social thought
after the 1960s and the revival of certain political and intellectual movements that arose in the
postcolonial world order. Drawing on Richard Bernstein’s The Restructuring of Social and
Political Theory375 Rosaldo explained the possibility of reading the re-orientation of
anthropology after the 1960s as a part of a much broader movement of intellectual
reformulation that involved the recovery of once rejected intellectual currents such as
linguistic philosophy, the history and philosophy of science, phenomenology, hermeneutics
and Marxism.376 He argued: ‘This remaking of social analysis derives from the political and
intellectual movements that arose during the newly post-colonial, and yet intensely
imperialistic, period of the late 1960s. In this context, social thinkers redirected the agenda of
theory from discrete variables and law-like generalizations to the interplay of different
factors as they unfold within specific cases.’377
Taking up Rosaldo’s suggestion, we could argue that, by looking at other fields of
373 This statement can be considered valid with exception made to the sum of pressures of the neo-colonialism,
intending with this the set of economic and political pressures that the ex-colonies continued to be subjected
to after decolonization. 
374 Renato Rosaldo, Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992).
375 Richard Bernstein, The Restructuring of Social and Political Theory (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1976).
376  Rosaldo, “The Erosion of Classic Norms,” in Culture and Truth, p. 36.
377 Ibid., p. 34, my emphasis.
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knowledge other than anthropology, difference had already emerged as a crucial condition of
signification long before the second part of the twentieth century. In its more abstract
connotation, in fact, difference intended as interaction a n d mediation had been already
recognized as a principle of signification in cultural areas such as linguistics and philosophy.
At the beginning of the century, de Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics378 approached
language as a formal system of differential elements; bringing further the premises on which
the paradigm of structuralism were based, post-structuralist authors rejected the self-
sufficiency of the structures posited by structuralism by finally arriving at the assumption that
– in any systems of signs – their condition of signification is given by the “play” of
differences. In the philosophical area, the solid identity of a compact and a self-centred
subject, that had provided one of the milestones of European Metaphysics,379 was being
shaken by the emergence of a subject that – recognized as the result of mediation, interaction
and fluidity – tackled the assumption that its internal constitution was based on the principles
of fixity and mutual exclusion. In conclusion, I suggest that we can find an echo of the
recognition that the principle of difference already received at the beginning of the century in
disciplines such as linguistics and philosophy in Rosaldo’s claims about the re-direction of
American social thought after the late 1960s.
 As a genre of social description, Rosaldo explained, classical ethnography380
appeared as a “transparent” medium. In works of ethnography from the classic period, the
voice of the author was always manifest, but the conventions of textual presentation
prohibited too close a connection between the ethnographer and the reality represented. At
the same time, classical ethnography pretended to eliminate the emotional aspects inherent to
the writing process as the ethnographer assumed the position of the most detached observer.
The aim of classical ethnography was that of portraying a culture sufficiently static to be
considered as an object of scientific knowledge.381 Accordingly, the discipline asserted that
so-called “traditional” societies do not change, and, in this perspective, it considered
phenomena that could not be regarded as systems or patterns not to be analyzable and
therefore to have no theoretical interest.
A first step in the process of modifying the discipline’s discursive strategies was taken
378 See Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, tr. Wade Baskin (London and New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1915). 
379 For more on this topic, see also Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London and New York: Routledge,
1994). 
380 Rosaldo indicates that “classical” ethnography covered roughly the period between 1921 and 1971, see
Rosaldo, “The Erosion of Classic Norms,” in Culture and Truth, p. 32.
381 Ibid., p 31.
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by Branislaw Malinowski.382 He innovated the participant-observation method by recognizing
the importance of the ethnographer’s personal experiences of participation and empathy in
the context of the research process. The introduction of subjective aspects – such as empathy
and emotion – in ethnographic writing represented a “sea” change from classical
ethnography. Since Malinowski’s intervention, however, the ethnographic practice rested on
the delicate compromise that had to be maintained between the newly subjective elements
introduced and the need, for these aspects, to be restrained by the impersonal standards of
observation and objective distance that had been central to the discipline’s discursive
strategies. 
The modification of the cultural text at the centre of ethnography was just at its
beginnings in the mid-1950s, when Return to Laughter appeared.  In other words, the long
journey of transformation of the cultural account at the centre of ethnography was still ahead
– from the monophonic style that characterized traditional ethnography in the direction of an
increasingly polyvocal and intersubjective perspective.383
4.2. Return to Laughter and the Novel’s Discursive Conventions 
4.2.1 From Laura Bohannan to Elenore Smith-Bowen: Declaring the 
Fictionality of Return to Laughter 
In the previous section, I have identified the historical and cultural momentum in which
Bohannan’s Return to Laughter originated, by briefly tracing the crisis of ethnography’s
discursive conventions through the work of James Clifford and other exponents of the
Writing Culture movement. In this section, I will attempt to highlight the elements that
Return to Laughter “borrows” from the conventions of the novel and of novelistic discourse.
Although maintaining the settings and some structural modes of ethnography, we can, in fact,
appoint many other characteristics of Return to Laughter to the genre of the novel. Among
these, for example, are Bohannan’s choice of disguising the informants from the Nigesia tribe
under fictional names, the role of the imagination in her diary and field notes, or the rhythm
of storytelling. From the beginning of the book, Bohannan-as-anthropologist bridges her
382 Branislaw Malinowski (1884-1942), in Argonauts of the Western Pacific argues that ‘the aim of the
ethnographer is to grasp the native’s point of view, his relation to life, and to realize his vision of the world.’
See Malinovski, Argonauts of the Western Pacific (London: Dutton, 1961), p. 25. 
383 See “Introduction,” in Writing Culture, p. 15. ‘Once dialogism and polyphony are recognized as modes of
textual production, monophonic authority is questioned, revealed characteristic of a science that has claimed
to represent cultures,’ ibid. 
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passage to writer-of-fiction Elenore Smith Bowen, as she states:
I knew people of the type I have described here; the incidents of the book are of the
genre I myself experienced in Africa. Nevertheless, so much is fiction. I am an
anthropologist. The tribe I have described here does exist. This book is the story of the
way I did field work among them. The ethnographic background given here is accurate,
but it is neither complete nor technical. Here I have written simply as a human being, and
the truth I have tried to tell concerns the sea change in oneself that comes from
immersion in another and savage culture.384
From the text’s introductory note, she appears to be particularly concerned to declare to the
reader the fictitious character of her work, as she argues that:
All the characters in this book, except myself, are fictitious in the fullest meaning of that
word.385
There are many factors that relate Return to Laughter to the novelistic genre. However, it
would be reductive to simply reduce them to aspects such as the rhythm of storytelling of the
story, the use of a strong subjective and emotional tone, or the declaration of “fictionality.”
Therefore, in order to outline the points of contact between this text and the novel, I will
briefly turn to the sociological context that forms the background of its creation.
4.2.2 Polyglossia and the Modes of the Novel in Return to Laughter 
During its germination and early development, the novelistic word reflected a primordial
struggle between tribes, peoples, cultures and languages – it is still full of echoes of this
ancient struggle. In essence this discourse always developed on the boundary line
between cultures and languages.386
In the pages of the The Dialogic Imagination387 Bakhtin observed that the necessary pre-
condition for the emergence of novelistic discourse and its dialogical modes in nineteenth-
century Europe was a polyglot environment, an environment where different languages and
cultures coexisted. Bakhtin termed the social environment characterized by the multiplicity of
384 Elenore Smith Bowen, “Author’s Note,” in Return to Laughter, my emphasis.
385 Elenore Smith Bowen, “Author’s Note,” in Return to Laughter.
386 See Bakhtin, “From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse,” in The Dialogic Imagination, p. 50.
387 See Bakhtin, “Epic and the Novel, ” in The Dialogic Imagination, pp. 3-40.
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languages and their mutual exchange polyglossia.388 Only in the presence of such an
environment, Bakhtin argued, was the creative consciousness of the author allowed to
construct a complex discursive space, such as that which is in place in the novel. This is how
Bakhtin introduces the social and linguistic “revolution” that Europe faced in the nineteenth
century, a set of conditions that was necessary for the emergence of the novel as a discursive
formation:
The new cultural and creative consciousness lives in an actively polyglot world. The
world becomes polyglot, once and for all and irreversibly. The period of national
languages, coexisting but closed and death to each other, comes to an end. Languages
throw light on each other: one language can, after all, see itself only in the light of
another language.389
With the intention of adapting Bakhtin’s remarks on the European realist novel to a different,
and maybe more power-sensitive, representative context, we might argue that Return to
Laughter shares an important precondition with the genre of the novel: that of (having) been
developed in an environment characterized by polyglossia. By looking at the socio-linguistic
conditions of Bohannan’s fieldwork experience in West Africa, we are likely to observe that
this unfolds in a polyglot environment, with English and the primitive language of the
Nigesia tribe being co-present and engaging in mutual confrontation.
By looking at Return to Laughter, I suggest that we can find reflected the same factors
that Bakhtin described as characteristics of the novel as a discursive formation: the “external”
condition given by a polyglot environment, and the internal, dialogic characteristic of the
narrative text of containing and reflecting, at the same time, more than one language and
point of view on the world described.390 In other words, if the novel appeared to be
constructed from the “transfers” and “switching” of languages and voices and their
“dialogical inter-relationship,”391 the internal structure of Return to Laughter appears to
reflect this same dynamics, as the author attempts to include, in the narrative structure of this
text, not only her own voice,392 but also that of the African informants. Specifically, we could
388 See Bakhtin, “From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse,” in The Dialogic Imagination, pp. 41-83.
389 See Bakhtin, “Epic and The Novel,” in The Dialogic Imagination, p. 12, my emphasis.
390 Ibid.
391 See Bakhtin, “From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse,” in The Dialogic Imagination, p. 50.
392 In his theory on the novel, Bakhtin indicated with the notion of voice a spectrum of factors provided
metonymically not only by an individual’s voice, but also by his language and point of view on the world
described. For more on this topic see M. Bakhtin, “From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse,” in The
Dialogic Imagination, pp. 41-83.
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argue that this relationship has the classical contours of a dialogic relationship in the Socratic
meaning of this function.393 I suggest that the principal object at stake in the dialogic
relationship between Bohannan and the West African tribe is precisely language, the
teaching-and-learning process that connects them in a double bind and the linguistic
exchange between English and the primitive language of the Nigesia tribe. Since the
anthropologist’s arrival in the field, the tribe’s chief Kako expressed his intention to teach the
“European Redwoman” his native language. At the beginning of the novel, Bohannan thus
recalls: 
Once again Kako paced slowly into the resthouse yard, followed by his bright train of
notables. He had come, as he had told Sackerton he would,  to teach me his language. I
sent the boys out to welcome him, while I searched for a notebook and gulped my coffee
like a harassed commuter.394
At the beginning of her stay, Bohannan regrets not having been able to learn anything of the
local language in advance. She argues that:
Theirs is one of the simpler African languages, yet it was months before it seemed the
only natural way to speak: a flow of fat, firm consonants and comfortable vowels, quite
unlike the breathy hisses of English.395
While learning the native language, she is helped by the tribe’s simplified version of English
to break the barriers of her own personal and linguistic isolation.  She is helped in the initial
exploration of the tropical territory by the entourage of people surrounding her, and who
appear to follow her faithfully. Among these are the tribe’s cook, and the two “handy” boys
from the tribe who behave towards her as trained servants, and who Elenore Smith Bowen
renames “Sunday” and “Monday.” Especially at the beginning of her fieldwork, the cook’s
simplified knowledge of the English language facilitates the communication between the
393 Taking a step back from the exquisitely Bakhtinian meaning of the dialogic that we touched upon in the
previous paragraph, and looking at how the concept of dialogue has developed and stratified in the course of
Western philosophical tradition, we would certainly encounter Socrates as its philosophical “father.”
Following Søren Kierkegaard, if we are to identify a common feature that characterizes the dialogues
between Socrates and his interlocutors, in the Socratic Dialogues, this could be possibly individuated in the
common core structure that, despite the variety of topics discussed, these stage: a structure of question-and-
answer, examining-and-answering between interlocutors.  See S. Kierkegaard, The Concept of Irony with
Constant Reference to Socrates, tr. Lee M. Capel (New York: Harper and Row, 1965); and M. Bakhtin, The
Dialogic Imagination. 
394 Return to Laughter, my emphasis, p. 14.
395 Ibid., p. 15.
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anthropologist and the tribe: 
I looked at the cook. His meager pidgin English would have to carry me through my
initial difficulties.396
Besides linguistic elements, I suggest that the “dialogic” relationship between Bohannan and
the tribe involves other cultural aspects. Indeed, during the fieldwork, the anthropologist is
introduced to a multitude of other aspects of African tribal existence. Therefore, the
anthropologist embarks on the process of learning various aspects of the tribe’s cultural and
social code, ranging from the simplest expressions of greeting to other more complex
gestures. For example, Bohannan learns the gestures that surround the Nigesia tribe’s own
version of potlác – the ritual of gift-giving – a practice that plays a crucial role among
primitive societies.397 I wish to emphasize that, in the ritual surrounding potlác, the reciprocity
of the relationship between giver and receiver echoes the double bind that “ties” the
anthropologist to the tribe through their mutual exchange of language:
I learned to receive gifts with both hands cupped (to take with one hand indicates that the
gift is insufficient and to receive anything with the left hand is a downright insult), to
comment as I received, “You have done well; I rejoice,” and to hand the gifts then to one
of my boys while I said, “Hasn’t he done well?” to this the boy would then reply, “He
has indeed. We all rejoice.”398
Some of the other gestures the anthropologist is encouraged to learn relate to specific
manners of courtesy: these include learning how to refuse food politely at someone’s
household, how to participate in religious processions, etc. In addition, Bohannan has to get
accustomed to the value that specific sets of objects – from the “natural” but also from the
“artificial” world – hold for the tribe’s people. Immersed in a rural society where agriculture
and harvesting represent the first means of sustenance, she has to develop a new way in
which to relate to the natural and botanical world. As she argues:
For the first time in my life I found myself in a community where ten-year-old children
396 Ibid., p. 7. The role of the cook, alongside that of the boys “Sunday” and “Monday,” acquire in the novel a
function similar to that covered, in the domain of the fable’s tradition, by the magic helper. For more on this
topic, see Vladimir Propp, Morphology of The Folk Tale, tr. Laurence Scott (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 1968). 
397 For more on the topic of the gift and its role among primitive societies, see Marcel Mauss, The Gift: The
Form and Reason of Exchange in Archaic Societies, tr.W.D. Halls (London:  Routledge, 1990). 
398 Return to Laughter, p. 7.
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weren’t my mathematical superiors. I also found myself in a place where every plant,
wild or cultivated, had a name and a use, and where every man, woman and child knew
literally hundreds of plants. None of them could ever believe that I could not if I only
would.399
Learning which value specific actions have for the tribe’s society, and how specific gestures
are to be perceived by its people, is not an easy task. Bohannan is aware that the same
attitudes and actions she used to perform with the people of her own European/Western
culture and education would be perceived in a completely different manner by the African
tribe’s people, that is, in accordance with their own social, cultural and linguistic code:
I knew I was acting in the dark. I knew good intentions were not enough, for the same
action can have utterly unlike implications in two different cultures. In the same way that
a grunt meaning “yes” in my own language meant “no” in theirs – a very simple reversal
which nonetheless got me into one awkwardness after the other – many of the things I
did meant one thing to me, something quite contrary to them.400
In her daily interaction with the tribe, more than just the learning of language, Bohannan at
times finds herself practising a cross-cultural translation. Such a complex semantic operation
allows her to realize how delicate and context-relative the meaning of gestures and actions
can be – making it difficult for her to establish a meaningful communication with the tribe.
This difficulty of communication often leads to episodes of cultural misunderstanding: 
It was Accident who made me see the difficulty. As he talked, I again realized that
learning the language and learning the culture were mutually dependent. I had
misunderstood because I did not know the full social implications of the words. Accident
was upset by what he had heard me say. “It isn’t right not to give Poorgbilin’s women a
ram. They are bringing you new yams and all manner of vegetables for sauces, and
firewood, and eggs and chickens.”401
Thus, the communication with the Nigesia tribe is rendered difficult not only by the local
language itself, which the anthropologist doesn’t master or completely understand, but also
by the delicate relationship existing between actions and meanings – a process she alludes to
when she argued: ‘I didn’t know the full social implications of the words.’ In the episodes
399 Ibid., p. 16.
400 Ibid., p. 50. 
401 Ibid., p. 110.
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narrated in the book where cultural understanding is impossible to achieve, this often results
in effects of parody. Indeed, I suggest that – in the daily communication between Bohannan
and the tribe – the use of the parodic mean is widely used on both sides of this relationship, as
seen in this passage: 
Sunday then repeated in his own language the greeting I had already learned and added
another phrase. Parrot fashion I said whatever he told me. With the added help of a
missionary’s really excellent word list (unfortunately only from the language into
English), I learned “I greet you” “How are you?” “How are all your people?” “Are you
sure all of you are really well?”402
Tracing his genealogy of the novel as an aesthetic and discursive formation403 Bakhtin
specifically mentioned parody – in its most evolved form as a literary genre404– as a decisive
historical “precursor” to those discursive strategies that would have taken full-shape in the
domain of the novel. Bakhtin underlined the dialogical potential of parody by arguing that
this represents one of the most ancient and widespread literary forms in which the “direct
word” of “The Other”405 could be expressed. 
Similarly, I suggest that the use of parody is functional for Bohannan in her double role
of author and anthropologist as it allows her to avoid the insecurities that would surface if she
attempted the more difficult task of translating or interpreting the words she hears from the
tribe. Bohannan often describes herself, throughout the novel, as repeating “parrot fashion”
the words and sentences she hears, as if, by simply mimicking the words she is exposed to,
she could avoid the responsibility entailed by the more complex semantic operation of
interpreting the words. 
In light of the previous observations, I suggest that, in Return to Laughter, the parodic
word functions as the most imitative and thus the simplest way to render the word of “The
Other” without the need to operate a proper translation of it. Bakhtin’s definition can seem
useful here: ‘The parodic act derives from the mimetic act, and functions by simply repeating
the word of another; without recurring to any form of mediation, it simply represents in a
direct way The Other’s word.’406
402 Ibid., p. 7. 
403 See Bakhtin, “From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse,” in The Dialogic Imagination, pp. 41-83.
404 Tracking a genealogy of the parodic form, Bakhtin goes back to Plutarch’s Moralia and Macrobius’
Saturnalia as major examples of parodic works in ancient Greek and Latin literature. Bakhtin, “From the
Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse,”  p. 53.
405 Ibid., p. 51.
406 See M. Bakhtin, “From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse” in The Dialogic Imagination, pp. 55 onwards
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In his theory of the novel, Bakhtin traced the “prehistory” of novelistic discourse by
looking at the ancient genres of familiar speech found in conversational folk language, and at
certain parodying and “travestying”407 literary forms diffused in ancient Greek and Latin
literatures. In such genres, the “serious” word and the epic world of the higher genres were
found to be ridiculed.408 Turning from the novel’s historical precursors to the modern context,
Bakhtin argued that when the novel appeared in nineteenth-century Europe it appeared first
through the novelization of higher literary genres, and especially of the epic form, which had
dominated the context of “old” Europe. Bakhtin specifically names laughter as one of the
driving forces in the process of novelization of the higher genres that favoured the destruction
of the sense of hierarchical distance typical of the epic form, and that contributed to the
complete formation of the novel.409 As Bakhtin suggested:
Laughter destroyed epic distance; it began to investigate man freely and familiarly, to
turn him inside out, expose the disparity between his surface and his center, between his
potential and his reality.410
For the reason that the “parodic” word results unmediated by the creative consciousness’ full process of
understanding, we could draw a comparison between the former and the stereotype, by arguing that both
relate to the meaningful “word” or “object” by way of automatic repetition, and therefore reproducing
something “fixed” and “dead” in the place of something “complex” and “alive.” For more on this topic, see
Sigmund Freud, “Fetishism,” in The Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, tr. J. Strachey, Vol
XXI, pp. 147-157 (London: Hogarth and the Institute of Psychoanalysis, 1927).
407 Bakhtin’s word. 
408 See M. Bakhtin, “From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse,” in The Dialogic Imagination, pp. 51-83.
409 See M. Bakhtin, “Epic and the Novel,” in The Dialogic Imagination, pp. 3-40.
410 Ibid., p. 35. 
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4.2.3 Laughter in Return to Laughter: the Novelization of a Classical 
Ethnography
Drawing a parallel between Bakhtin’s genealogy of the novel and our case study, Return to
Laughter, I wish to emphasize that, in this text, Bohannan employs stylistic choices and
narrative strategies that suggest the anthropologist is attempting to carry out a novelization –
to use Bakhtin’s term – of a classical ethnography. In other words, the anthropologist is
attempting to insert into the “orthodox” structure of a traditional ethnography (characterized
by an omniscient, detached and objective narrator) narrative strategies and techniques that
can place her in a zone of major proximity with the natives represented.411 In the following
paragraphs, I will try to illustrate how the principal narrative strategy that Bohannan/Bowen
employs in order to establish a closer contact with the tribe is, alongside a widespread use of
an emotional tone, explicitly, laughter. 
I suggest that her use of laughter has essentially three functions: a) highlighting in a
playful and non-conflicting way the disparity of values, world views and perceptions between
her Western education and the tribal one; b) establishing a closer contact with the people of
the Nigesia tribe, overcoming the distance involved by being, in different ways, an “outsider”
to the African social environment; c) emphasizing the value of an emphatic and sensorial
communication with the tribe over an intellectual one, as laughter has always a “contact-
sensuous” characteristic; d) providing a form of metacommunication in the absence of a
common language and making up for the sparseness of speech in the daily interaction
between the anthropologist and the tribe.
By looking at the first of the critical points that I have raised above, I wish to suggest
that, in the context of Bohannan’s fieldwork experience, laughter and banter are used in daily
interactions as powerful means to overcome the cultural difference that separate the
anthropologist from the tribal environment. I argue that both sides resort to laughter to create
an atmosphere of familiarization in a climate of initial extraneousness where conflicting
values are present. As the following passage suggests, Bohannan has a hard time gaining the
tribe’s trust and to overcome the initial suspicions they have towards her as a European. She
reflects on her feelings of isolation:
411 Similar to traditional ethnography, the voice of the author in the epic form was placed outside the world
described. However, in the epic form, the hierarchical distance between the author and the described world
also involved a temporal gap: if the author was collocated in the present, the world described belonged to the
past. Thus, a world represented in the epic was inaccessible both to the author and to his audience. For more
on this topic, see M. Bakhtin, “Epic and The Novel,” in The Dialogic Imagination, pp. 3-40. 
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I had known that I must struggle to break through the fear and respect usually shown to
Europeans – a respect that leaves one behind a glass wall, visible and untouchable.
Today I had learned that these people were quite as willing to touch me as to stare. It
was, it seemed, easy enough to make oneself the centre of a curious crowd. But still
withheld from any real contact.412
Bohannan struggles to grasp and come to terms with certain aspects of tribal existence such
as its kinship structure, its social network of tight blood relations, and a set of powerful
beliefs including witchcraft. 
Only Atakpa and her brother were willing to volunteer anything of importance. From
them I slowly and painfully began to learn something of kinship and marriage, the names
of some of the magical emblems I could see all about me, but much else that they told me
I couldn’t understand and copied down because they liked to watch me write.
Occasionally the other people I visited were in a mood to humor me.413
As a result of conflicting values, she finds herself facing ethical dilemmas. For example, the
words in which episodes of witchcraft are narrated are presented as ambiguous, as this
passage suggests: 
My second chance to find out something about witches had gone by like the first. But it
was not this disappointment that kept me awake that night. By comparison I cared little
what witchcraft there might be in this silent homestead of a palsied old man. (Indeed, that
was all: palsy is considered a disease caused by witches; where the homestead head
cannot protect himself from witchcraft, no else feels secure; in a strange place,
unprotected by their own elders, the carriers were afraid.)414
Bohannan’s ethical dilemmas are narrated in more than one episode. For example, when a
woman from the homestead of Yabo, one of the tribe’s chiefs, dies for reasons that appear to
be unknown, Yabo is quick to read the event as an act of witchcraft, and interprets it as an act
of conspiracy planned against him by his rival chief Kako. Although being aware of Yabo’s
beliefs on the events, the anthropologist feels reluctant to share them with Kako’s people.
Instead, she decides to keep them secret from the rest of the tribe:
Yabo dragged me by the wrist until he could fling me before him onto the grass-enclosed
412 Return to Laughter, pp. 23-24.
413 Ibid., p. 48, my emphasis.
414 Ibid., p. 93.
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path from which there was no turning. [..] Angrily he jerked me about to face him: “It
wasn’t the strangers. It was Kako who killed her.” […] He [Yabo] had accused Kako of
murder; he must have meant poison or witchcraft;  Kako had been in his homestead when
the woman died. I was too unsure of myself to repeat Yabo’s words to any of Kako’s
people. My boys wouldn’t talk. I never found out what had happened that day, before my
very eyes.415
At other times the anthropologist expresses the many difficulties implied by having to adapt
to the African tribe’s social codes. For example, she finds herself in a position in which she
needs to develop a new relationship with her body and the whole set of inhibitions that
surround it:
Under similar pressure I learned to modify many of my minor inhibitions. Here only
unnecessary exposure is considered immodest. If a man’s cloth is disarranged, he is told
to fix it, but the fixing involves taking off the cloth, shaking it out and then retying it. I
came to appreciate their standards of modesty as perhaps the most sensible I have ever
met, though I was never able to adopt their viewpoint altogether. I learned not to mind if,
despite all precautions, people were yet able to peek in while I bathed – to discover
whether Europeans are white all over.416
She is puzzled by finding herself in circumstances where her own canons of objectivity aren’t
able to provide a valid explanation for the events she witnesses. One night, after having heard
the alarm of a fire spreading in the market place, she acknowledges the presence of an
unusual electric phenomenon. She and the tribe come up with different explanations for the
phenomenon, highlighting the profound difference between their beliefs systems.
There was a gasp and a sighing from the people about me. It went out, not falling or
dimming, just suddenly extinguished. Kako’s eldest son, Ihugh, stepped forward.
“Witches,” he spoke the word softly. “My father must be told of this.”417
As Bohannan argues, ‘such people [the Africans] often use[..] the word “witchcraft” where
we [Westerners] use the word “coincidence,” “accident,” “statistically random,” and that they
[are] thus able to attribute to human causation what we so often attribute to unknown causes
or the law of probabilities.’418 In other circumstances, and faced with evil and suffering, she
415 Ibid., p. 82.
416 Ibid., p. 62.
417 Ibid., p. 40.
418 Ibid., pp. 41-42. 
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calls into practice her “scientific” conscience by providing medicines to the sick, however she
is often forced to face the tribal superstitious mindset. The previous episode illustrates the
power that witchcraft still had in African societies in the second part of the twentieth century.
In addressing these aspects of African society, we can suggest that Bohannan perceives an
overall dependency on tradition, superstition and irrationality that are generally considered
constitutive features of pre-modern subjectivities, as much as the liberation from such
features is considered as a necessary prerequisite for the development of modern
subjectivities.419
The lack of an articulated language in common between the anthropologist and the
tribe brings both agents of the social interaction to privilege empathic aspects over
intellectual ones. She often expresses feelings of isolation and distance experienced in her
relationship to the African social environment. Its people, in her words, were “so many and
so close, yet so inaccessible beyond the barrier of language.”420 As she can’t reach an
effective communication by making use solely of words, she resolves to other means of
communication drawn from the gestural and sensorial sphere. I suggest that these help
Bohannan to fill the blank spaces that spoken communication leaves empty. Among these,
laughter plays a special role in establishing a closer contact with the tribe, as this passage
illustrates:
Poorgibilin had his wife take her market purchases out of her calabash. He named each
object as she laid it to the ground: indigo, cotton, okra, palm oil. The crowd watched and
listened, quietly, intently. Beniseed, beans, camwood – a word with one simple vowel
safe between unspeakable consonants. I rushed at the word, and stuttered to an
ignominious stop. Irrepressible laughter swept about me. I smiled, half embarrassed, at
the grinning mob; they laughed again. Poorgibilin shook his head; his wife picked up her
purchases. The crowd opened for them, and they left.421
I wish to emphasize that laughter has a crucial function here, as it permits the establishment
of a form of communication that promotes an “empathic” contact. One way of reading the
presence of laughter in Return to Laughter is that of highlighting the potential of this element
of bringing closeness and contact between the anthropologist and the tribe by establishing
between them a sensorial connection and therefore making up for the lack of an intellectual
419 For more on this topic, see Peter Amato, “African Philosophy and Modernity,” in Eze (ed.), Postcolonial
African Philosophy: A Critical Reader (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1997), p. 77.
420 Return to Laughter, p. 19. 
421 Ibid., p. 19, my emphasis.
99
communication between them. Finally, we could argue that laughter projects the interaction
between Bohannan and the tribe on the grounds of a more “primitive” and unrefined type of
communication than the verbal one. In this vein, it is no coincidence that the anthropologist
called her unusual ethnographic account “Return” to Laughter. This title reflects the journey
the anthropologist has undertaken not only through space, by spending her fieldwork among
a remote tribe living in West Africa, but also through time, by getting accustomed to the
primitive social structures and the unrefined means of communication of the tribal
environment.
4.3 The Mimetic Function in Return to Laughter
As well as being a means of communication, I suggest that laughter plays a highly perceptive
and contact-sensuous role, supplementing the lack of verbal interaction between Bohannan
and the tribe. It could be argued that the employment of laughter in this text brings us back to
the general characterization of ethnography as a form of writing that is recognized to make a
wide use of a “sensorial” and “mimetic” style of prose. As Michael Taussig suggested in
Mimesis and Alterity,422 ethnographic writing is especially concerned with rendering the
materiality and sensuousness of its objects. For Taussig, ethnographic writing recreates an
almost magical representation of the real that appears to be “mimetically at one” with what it
attempts to represent.423
Return to Laughter appears to reflect these characteristics of ethnographic writing. In
this text, in fact, there seems to be no space for “contemplative” words. The relationship
between the anthropologist and the tribe doesn’t appear as “detached,” which would result in
the former assuming a position of “authorial” distance with regards to the latter. On the
contrary, every object touched by Bohannan is touched, heard, and seen in its very
materiality; every word of the tribe’s language is repeated by her; every gesture by the tribe’s
people is either interpreted or mimicked, in order for the anthropologist to be appropriated.
Moving from the experience of a human being caught in the difficulties entailed by being
immersed in an “alien” culture to the level of literary creation, Bowen-as-author develops in
the prose of this book a heightened sense of perceptivity. She pays particular attention in
describing the input she receives from the different senses, particularly seeing, hearing and
touching, in order to replenish the spaces left blank by the scarcity of proper dialogue, as one
422 See Michael Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity: A Particular History of the Senses (London: Routledge: 1993). 
423 For more on this topic, see Michael Taussig “The Golden Bough: The Magic of Mimesis,” in Mimesis and
Alterity, pp.  44-58.
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of the crucial elements on which the internal dynamics of the novel generally relies. 
More specifically, Bohannan appears to make wide use of the mimetic faculty in the
first meaning Taussig ascribes to this complex function: the ability to copy and imitate.424
This function of the mimetic can be seen at use when Bohannan attempts to learn the local
language. She often describes herself mimicking and repeating “parrot fashion” the African
language’s words and sentences:
Sunday then repeated in his own language the greeting I had already learned and added
another phrase. Parrot fashion I said over whatever he told me. With the added help of a
missionary’s really excellent word list (unfortunately only from the language into
English), I learned “I greet you,” “How are you?” “How are all your people?” “Are you
sure all of you are really well?”425
The employment of the mimetic function in Return to Laughter features reciprocity of
perspective: similarly, the people from the African tribe mimic Bohannan in their attempt to
talk in English, resulting in a meagre and “pidgin” version of the language that helps the
anthropologist through her initial experience of cultural “shock.” The tribe’s people ‘were so
many and so close, yet so inaccessible beyond the barrier of language.’426 The process of
familiarization between the anthropologist and the tribe also passes through the mimicking of
gestures that serves a special purpose in the tribe’s social structure. For example, the
anthropologist is introduced to the set of gestures that belong to the tribe’s version of
potlátch, the ritual practice of gift-exchange that covers an important function among the
archaic societies. 
Bohannan also seems to make wide use of the less intuitive function of mimicry, that
is to be identified with the ability of a subject of “creating a second nature”427 from the one he
perceives. As Taussig explained, this meaning of the mimetic function involves the more
complex creative ability through which the subject re-creates the object of perception by
establishing with it a “palpable” and “sensuous” connection, with the effect of shortening the
distance between the domain of the perceiving subject with that of the perceived object. I
suggest that Bohannan seems to use this particular “layer” of the mimetic function, especially
424 See Taussig, “Physiognomic Aspects of Visual Worlds,” in Mimesis and Alterity, p. 21.
425 Return to Laughter, p. 7. 
426 Ibid., p. 19.
427 Taussig indicates the camera as a useful model to illustrate this function of the mimetic faculty. Through the
camera’s objective, in fact, the eye of the perceiver enters in virtual “contact” with the object represented,
while the camera functions as a “prostatic” continuation of the body of the perceiver.  For more on this topic,
see “Physiognomic Aspects of Visual Worlds,” in Mimesis and Alterity, pp. 19-32. 
101
in the process of acknowledgement and recognition of people and social events. In order to
identify and recognize people, objects, or social events she relies on what she is capable of
observing. As she argues, ‘Until I knew enough of the language to understand verbal
definitions, observation was my only way of learning – something more easily done for pots
and other material objects than for social events.’428 In order to identify the tribe’s members
and memorize their names – from the “elders” and the “notables” to her younger “boys” – the
anthropologist can’t simply rely on how their names sound in the local language, which are
incomprehensible to her. Rather, she is forced to create a more solid “mind map” of the
people, a detailed portrait of them enriched with all kinds of sensory inputs that would help
her throughout the process of recognition. Here is how Bohannan describes herself as she
makes notes of the people’s physical features: she reminds herself that, if one man was
“thin,” the other was “lame,” another looked “reddish.” As she recalls:
I sat with them, listened, drew pictures and learned the names of things and activities as
they came along.429
As can be noted in the following passage, gestures such as indicating and pointing out are
widely used and referred to in the text as these help the anthropologist in the process of
recognition of objects and people:
Kako pointed to himself and pronounced his name. I beamed encouragingly upon him,
for above all I wanted to learn people by name – as many and as quickly as possible.
When Kako named, I repeated and wrote. When he pointed, I looked intently for
identifying signs: that man was thin; that one was lame; that one was reddish; that one
was almost purple-black. All of them were elaborately scarred, and the more distinctive
patterns of scarification proved the most reliable means of identification. Beards can be
removed. What ‘s worse, when these people shave, beard, moustache, hair and eyebrows
all go, transforming a white-haired elder into a youthful billiard ball. However, this time
– with all of them sitting together and in the same place – I was able to close my
notebook and repeat all their names correctly. Kako informed me that I had done well.430
In the context of her fieldwork experience, I suggest that both Bohannan and the people of
the tribe resort to actions such as “indicating” and “pointing out” as a mean to communicate
objects or actions when verbal communication between them is weak or insufficient: 
428 Return to Laughter, pp. 55-56.
429 Ibid., p 57.
430 Ibid., pp. 14-15, my emphasis. 
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Sunday started off with the coffee. In this language the pronouns depend on the class of
objects; I had indicated a liquid “it.” “Return with it”, I countermanded. With almost
aggressive resignation, Sunday brought back the coffee. I pointed at the sardines and
repeated “take”; I did not dare repeat the liquid “it.” Sunday first provided the correct
pronoun. Then he gave advice. I resorted to the word list and discovered that I would get
very thin and something else not listed.431
In other words, we could argue that the prose of Return to Laughter, so enriched by all kinds
of sensorial inputs, not only what the anthropologist sees but also what she hears and touches,
suggests that Bohannan is trying to re-create on the page a fantasy or a reproduction of her
object of perception, including in it all its sensuousness and materiality.432 From this
perspective, Bohannan’s use of the mimetic function in this text introduces us to those
“physiognomic aspects of visual worlds”433 that Walter Benjamin ascribed to the practices of
cinema and advertising, examples of the resurgence of the mimetic faculty in modern
times.434 We can get a glimpse of such physiognomic qualities by turning to the following
description that Bohannan provides of the tribe’s people. Throughout her stay, the
anthropologist often relies on the observation and reproduction of the people’s physical
features not only in order to recognize them but also to guess and understand their state of
mind or their intentions:
By nine o’ clock that morning, I had several pages of words, and my tongue was limp
from unaccustomed twisting. Unable to take in any more, I instituted a review by again
naming the notables. I again got most of them right: the right man and almost the right
sound. Kako looked on me with favor. Encouraged, I demanded the names of the
women. They smiled, but Kako ignored my questions and turned back firmly to the
leaves. Rather reluctantly I began to name them. With every word Kako became more
dour. I spoke more loudly; my pronunciation couldn’t be that bad. Ikpoom’s eyes grew
sadder; the women seemed incredulous. The little boy could bear it no longer. He
snatched from me the leaf I was naming and handed me another. The order had been
mixed, and not once had I put the right name to the right plant.435
431 Ibid., pp. 24-25, my emphasis. 
432 See “Physiognomic Aspects of Visual Worlds,” p. 21.
433 For more on this topic see Taussig, “Physiognomic Aspects of Visual Worlds,” in Mimesis and Alterity, pp.
19-32. 
434 See Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in Hannah Arendt (ed.),
Illuminations, tr. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken books,1969). 
435 Return to Laughter, pp. 15-16, my emphasis. 
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In this section of the chapter, I have ascribed the employment of laughter in this text to the
same contact-sensuous characteristics that Taussig ascribed to the mimetic faculty in his
study on ethnography. As he explained, most ethnographic modes of representation rely not
on abstract, general locutions, but on an almost “magical” and sensuous representation of the
real, mimetically “at one” with what it attempts to represent.
4.4 Conclusions
In the course of his chapter, I have utilized the hybrid nature of Return to Laughter – a novel
based on ethnographic material – to analyze the text with mixed critical tools drawn from
studies on ethnography and the novel. Throughout the final section, I have attempted to
unravel Bohannan’s use of the mimetic faculty by drawing on Taussig’s understanding of this
function in the context of ethnographic writing. As we have briefly seen, Taussig provided us
with a definition of mimesis as a two-layered notion, implying at the same time ‘a copying or
imitation and a palpable and sensuous connection between the body of the perceiver and the
perceived.’436 Although diversified, both of such characterizations imply a rapprochement
between the Self’s and “The Other’”s reciprocal domains of experience. In Bohannan’s
fieldwork context, this rapprochement favoured by the employment of mimesis is that of the
American anthropologist and of the West African tribe. 
Furthermore, by drawing on Bakhtin’s theory on the novel, I have analyzed the use of
narrative strategies such as laughter, irony and parody to illustrate, from a literary
perspective, how the anthropologist as novelistic author Elenore Smith Bowen reproduced
what Bakhtin called a complex discursive space that allows her to engage in closer contact
with the tribe as her “object” of representation. As anthropologist, Bohannan makes use of
laughter and joking relationships with the African tribe to break the “hierarchical” planes that
separate her from them, and by recreating a zone of major proximity where the boundaries
between insider-and-outsider, as well as the racial and cultural boundaries between
“Western” and “African,” aren’t so neat and distinguishable anymore. 
In conclusion, I have suggested that the author’s use of narrative strategies, such as
laughter, irony, parody and the mimetic function, contribute in their complexity to
continuously put into question Bohannan/Bowen’s narrative authority by recreating a space
of closer proximity with the African tribe. In other words, by challenging her role as
competent and “objective” anthropologist, Return to Laughter signals, as Clifford noted, the
436 Taussig, “Physiognomic Aspects of Visual Worlds,” p. 21.
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deep instability that ethnography’s conventions encountered in the mid-1950s, a few years
before the discipline’s conventions actively began to “crack.”437
Through my analysis, I have attempted to explain how the anthropological novel
Return to Laughter anticipates for its narrative strategies and stylistic choices the
modification of the cultural text that will develop more fully in the context of “reformed”
ethnography. Through the deconstructive reading of this text, I have suggested that the micro-
perspective offered by this almost “obscure” ethnography provides a model of those
techniques and strategies that Clifford and other experts on the field sought to encourage with
t h e Writing Culture movement. This encouraged the growth and expansion of new,
experimental forms of ethnographic writing, thus seeking to invent and define the poetics of
the ethnographic text that could transform the cultural account in the direction of an
intersubjective perspective. The stronger “poetical” principle Clifford sought to introduce to
ethnographic writing from the point of view of the aesthetics of the text, and drawn from
Bakhtin’s studies on the novel, was that of “dialogism” and “polyphony.”
Although Clifford and the other exponents of the Writing Culture movement indicated
dialogism and polyphony as valuable modes of textual production in the field of ethnographic
writing, they failed to come up with a programme of how such principles could be effectively
employed in the making of the ethnographic text. In this vein, if the democratic principle of
cultural difference was to be “translated” in the poetics of ethnographic writing, Clifford
didn’t really explain how a truly dialogized ethnography could be realized. He only hinted at
the problem when he argued that: ‘As Bakhtin [..] has shown, dialogical processes proliferate
in any complexly discursive space (that of an ethnography or, in his case, a realist novel).’438
437 See J. Clifford and E. Marcus (eds.), Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography. 
438 See “Introduction,” in Writing Culture, p. 5.
105
Chapter 5
Cultural Identity, Performativity and the Space of the Post-
colonial Nation in Amitav Ghosh’s In an Antique Land 
In the course of this chapter, I will attempt a critical reading of Amitav Ghosh’s In an
Antique Land that focuses on some thematic and discursive aspects of this text. I will be
looking especially at the multiple dynamics through which the author articulates the
representation of Egypt as a nation from a space of identity-in-difference. With this, I will be
arguing that Ghosh’s intellectual project in In an Antique Land shows some important
similarities with the theoretical orientation that conceives the post-colonial nation as a
symbolic structure that avails itself of the continuous making and unmaking of cultural
difference439and of the constitution and interaction between distinctive cultural identities.  
With this critical intention, I aim to distance myself from other dimensions of critical
reading on this work, aiming to provide reasons, in the first place, for the author’s particular
choice of interweaving an anthropological narrative set in modern Egypt with a historical and
at times fictionalized narrative set in Medieval Egypt. Previous analyses, which I will be
looking at in the course of this chapter, have tended to focus on a political reading of this text,
such as that by Javeed Majeed.440 Others, such as Gauri Viswanathan, have shed light on the
difficulties revealed by Ghosh’s fieldwork experience in the Nile Delta, which constitutes the
ethnographic narrative of the book. According to Viswanathan, Ghosh’s fieldwork experience
illustrates some of the most common difficulties implied by the ethnographic “act” and by the
employment of the participant-observation method. Thus, finding his own ethnographic
pursuit in contemporary Egypt too difficult to attain, because of the relational dynamics that
establish between him and the informants,441 Ghosh is forced to move his desire for empirical
knowledge ‘from the arena of anthropology to that of history’ – reaching back and forth from
the present reality of Egyptian society to its medieval past.  James Clifford’s critical reading
of this text, on the other hand, emphasizes the centrality of the dimension of “human
439 See Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994); Homi Bhabha (ed.), Nation and
Narration (London: Routledge, 1990). 
440 Javeed Majeed, “Amitav Ghosh’s In an Antique Land: The Ethnographer-Historian and the Limits of Irony,”
The Journal of Commonwealth Literature, Vol. 30 (June 1995), pp.  45-55.
441 See Gauri Viswanathan, “Beyond Orientalism, Syncretism and the Politics of Knowledge,” Stanford
Humanities Review, Vol. 5, no. 1 (1995), p. 18. 
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crossings” as a crucial factor of which Ghosh is aware in differentiating between Egypt as a
pre-modern, and then as a modern nation. Anshumal Mondal’s reading has shown that Ghosh
works across both the historical and the anthropological threads to validate the histories of
unprivileged people, and initially to develop his project of differential history that bears many
similarities with that of the Subaltern Studies group, in its attempt to recover “forgotten”
histories.442
By elaborating on the critical premises that Viswanathan, Clifford, and Mondal have
offered, my analysis will suggest that Ghosh situates his narrative in medieval and modern
Egypt in order to provide a richer and more fully-formed representation of Egypt as a nation,
and to re-define and re-create its borders with meanings beyond the boundaries of the nation-
space or the traditions that have associated the emerging of the nation with the narrow
histories of nationalist movements.
Homi Bhabha has suggested, in his essay entitled “Dissemination,”443 the possibility
of considering the epistemological space of the nation as disengaged from its immediate
identification with the state,444 and in favour of a broader identification with the narratives
that have constructed it from the social imaginary of the nation-people.445 Drawing on
Bhabha’s critical perspective on the nation, I will argue that the identity of Egypt as a post-
colonial nation emerges in In an Antique Land through the process of hybridization, in which
the act of narration by Ghosh, as both anthropologist and historian, crosses ‘the frontiers of
history, culture and language’446 to progressively install the nation in a trans-national space.
 I will illustrate the way in which, in this text, Egypt as a nation comes into being
from a zone of deep instability of cultural signification where ‘national culture comes to be
articulated as a dialectic of various temporalities – modern, [..] postcolonial, “native”, that
cannot [become] a knowledge that is stabilized in its enunciation.’447 
 Therefore, in my critical reading of In an Antique Land, I will highlight how, what
emerges from this text, cannot simply be identified with the “locality” of an Egyptian
national culture, but rather with the construction of a processual identity where the
boundaries between Inside and Outside, Self and Other, Past and Present, are continuously
442 See Anshuman A. Mondal, “Allegories of Identity: Postmodern Anxiety and Postcolonial Ambivalence in
Amitav Ghosh’s In An Antique Land and The Shadow Lines,”The Journal of Commonwealth Literature, Vol.
38, no. 3 (July 2003), pp.19-36.
443 See Homi Bhabha, “Dissemination: Time, narrative and the margins of the modern nation,” in The Location
of Culture (London: Routledge: 1994), pp. 199-244.
444 Homi Bhabha, “Dissemination,” in The Location of Culture, p. 218.
445 Ibid.
446 See Bhabha, “Introduction,” in Nation and Narration (London: Routledge: 1990), p. 6.
447 Bhabha, “Dissemination,” in The Location of Culture, p. 219.
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questioned and expanded by Ghosh through the incorporation of different people as well as
multiple sites of meaning, where the spaces of the in-between emerge as those through which
‘the meanings of cultural and political authority are negotiated.’448 
I also employ Bhabha’s vision of the nation as a dynamic and open-ended
representational process in which fields of meaning are constantly “disseminated” and
articulated in the process of “being made” through the encounter with “The Other,” to
examine the construction of the nation in relation to a primarily performative dimension.449
Drawing on Judith Butler’s stimulating reflections on gender constitution450 will allow for a
deeper understanding of the epistemological approach Ghosh uses in this text. Hence, I will
argue that the author shapes the identities of the villagers of Lataifa and Nashawy against the
background of a similar performative dimension to that evoked by Butler in her genealogy of
gender.451
Finally, the intersection between Bhabha’s reflections on the nation with Butler’s
understanding of performativity will provide key critical standpoints from which to study
how different cultural identities are represented in this text and come to terms with each
other. I will indicate the speech acts between Ghosh and the Egyptian informants – as these
take place in the social spaces of the nation, such as markets, mosques, mowlids and the
fields – as some of the most relevant performative acts through which both cultural identities
of the agents involved are constituted. Focusing on the dynamics of these speech acts, I will
explore the way in which the cultural identities of the more or less “liberal” Hindu and that of
a more or less “orthodox” Muslim452 are defined and come to terms with each other, reaching
moments of dramatic “clash.” However, I will start my analysis by looking at the book’s
origins and providing a brief overview of its structure. 
5.1 Structure of In an Antique Land 
Amitav Ghosh published In an Antique Land in 1992.  The book can be defined as multi-
generic, as it contains two narratives that belong to heterogeneous genres. The first is an
448 Bhabha, “Introduction,” in Nation and Narration, p. 4.
449 For more on this topic and on how Homi Bhabha has drawn from Franz Fanon’s idea of national culture to
develop his perspective on the nation, see “Dissemination,” in The Location of Culture, p. 218.
450 See Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist
Theory,” Theatre Journal, Vol. 40, no. 4 (Dec 1988), pp. 519-531.
451 Ibid.
452 For more on this topic, see James Clifford’s review on In an Antique Land, “Looking for Bomma,” The
London Review of Books, Vo l . 1 6 , n o . 6 ( 24 M a rc h 1 99 4) , p p . 2 6 - 2 7 . O n l ine a t
<http://www.lrb.co.uk/v16/n06/james-clifford/looking-for-bomma>, accessed 15 April 2016. 
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anthropological narrative that comes from Ghosh’s re-writing, in narrative form, of the
ethnographic account he wrote as a young anthropologist while doing fieldwork in the
Egyptian villages of Lataifa and Nashawy during the 1980s. The second is a fictionalized
history of the life of a medieval Jewish merchant, and of his slave and business partner,
which Ghosh reconstructs from documents contained in the archives of the Cairo Geniza.453 
Ghosh assumes the “double” role of anthropologist and historian. That is, the modern
ethnography of twentieth-century Egypt is constantly counterposed, in the course of the book,
with a fictionalized reconstruction of the lives of a Jewish merchant, Ben Yiju, and of his
Indian slave, Khalaf ibn Ishaq, against the backdrop of twelfth-century Egypt. The two
narrative threads differ both in subject and object of narration. While Ghosh narrates the
fictionalized history of Ben Yiju and his slave in the third person, he uses the first person to
re-write the encounters with the villagers of the Nile Delta in narrative form.
The reconstruction that Ghosh makes of his personal fieldwork experience in the two
villages, comes from the re-writing in narrative form of the doctoral dissertation in social
anthropology that he completed at Oxford in 1982.454 The other narrative – the reconstruction
of the life histories of the medieval Jewish merchant and his slave – comes from the author’s
personal translation and deciphering of the documents found in the archives of the Cairo
Geniza. Most of these documents were written in the Judeo-Arabic language, including the
personal letters that Ben Yiju and Khalaf ibn Ishaq exchanged in their lifetime, and which
Ghosh used extensively as a source for his fictionalized tale in Medieval Egypt. Although
Ghosh was able to benefit from translations by other scholars455, he sought to translate the rest
of the documents himself. 
453 The Geniza Archive, literally “storeroom,” contained a record of medieval Jewish communities dispersed
around the Mediterraneann with outpusts in the Indian subcontinent and beyond. This collection had been
preserved for nine centuries in the synagogue of Fustat (Cairo) and was later re-discovered by European
scholars in the late 19th century. German-Jewish ethnographer Shelomo Dov Goitein (1900-1985) has been
the principal compiler, translator, and interpreter of this archive.
454 The original title of Ghosh’s doctoral dissertation is “Kinship in Relation to the Economic and Social
Organization of an Egyptian Village Community.” For a critical reading of the points of contact between
Ghosh’s original doctoral dissertation and his “narrativized” version in In An Antique Land, see  Neelam
Srivastava, “Amitav Ghosh’s Ethnographic Fictions: Intertextual Links Between In An Antique Land and His
Doctoral Thesis,” The Journal of Commonwealth Literature, Vol. 36, no. 45 (2001), pp. 44-64; Eric D.
Smith, “Caught straddling a Border: A Novelistic Reading of Amitav Ghosh’s In An Antique Land,” Journal
of Narrative Theory, Vol. 37, no. 3, (Fall 2007), pp. 447-472. 
455 Ghosh draws on Goitein’s and Strauss’ translations of the Documents of the Cairo Geniza Archive as these
are contained in S. D Goitein, Letters from Medieval Jewish Traders (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1973). 
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5.2 Critical Perspectives on In an Antique Land
5.2.1 The Romance of Syncretism: Gauri Viswanathan
According to Gauri Viswanathan, Ghosh makes use of a double narrative thread – the
historical and the ethnographic – in order to configure an alternative scenario to that
presented by contemporary Egyptian society. Here, civil society’s struggles with
sectarianism, ethnocentrism and religious intolerance affect most people’s lives. From this
critical perspective, Ghosh can realize this alternative scenario through the reconstruction of a
medieval past in which the divisiveness between local communities and sentiments of
religious intolerance that affect Egyptian contemporary society seem distant realities. Such a
past is characterized by a dense and submerged history of transnational contacts that
developed alongside the routes of Indian Ocean trade.  This world, through the establishment
of a primarily mercantile connection between Egypt and India, provides evidence of a certain
peaceful and inclusionary convergence between Hindu, Muslim and Jewish traditions.456
Viswanathan finds that Ghosh relocates his desire for empirical knowledge ‘from the
arena of anthropology to that of history’ – reaching back and forth from the present reality of
Egyptian society to its medieval past. His role of anthropologist becomes that of historian,
because he finds his own ethnographic pursuit in contemporary Egypt too difficult, if not
even impossible to attain, because of the relational dynamics that are established between him
and the informants in the course of his fieldwork experience.457 Viswanathan argues that:
The archival search for documents establishing the slave’s name, genealogy, and history,
converts anthropology into history as the arena of displaced desire for empirical
knowledge.458
The ethnographic study of kinship patterns and religious customs in the two post-colonial
Egyptian villages is rendered difficult for Ghosh. This is especially hindered by the
“dialectical intrusiveness” of the Egyptian informants, and by their habit of posing counter-
questions to the anthropologist who came, in the first place, to study them. This aspect of
456 Ghosh provides evidence of the existence of this condition through his first-hand translation of archival
documents from Cairo Geniza. Here he draws in a particular way on the correspondence between Indian and
Arab merchants, and provides evidence also of the existence at the time of a numerous community of Arab
and Jewish merchants in the region of Mangalore, India. 
457 See Gauri Viswanathan, “Beyond Orientalism: Syncretism and the Politics of Knowledge,” Stanford
Humanities Review, Vol. 5, no .1 (1995), p. 18. 
458 See Gauri Viswanathan, “Beyond Orientalism: Syncretism and the Politics of Knowledge,” Stanford
Humanities Review, Vol. 5, no. 1 (1995), pp. 18-32.
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Ghosh’s fieldwork experience – which Viswanathan highlights – draws on a radicalization of
the risks implied by the participant-observation method, which I will be looking at in more
detail in the last section of the chapter. As the anthropologist is projected into a situation of
cultural and emotional disadvantage by the behaviour of his informants, the ethnographic
“act” becomes difficult to accomplish. Perhaps in contrast to his own expectations,459 Ghosh
finds himself in a situation where: 
The interrogator is interrogated for the bizarre practices of his own culture, and the
frustration of being unable to explain either himself or his culture causes the narrator to
veer off into another project, another narrative, this time of a twelfth-century Jewish
merchant and his Indian slave.460 
In other words, Ghosh is forced to retreat into the fictionalized narrative around the lives of a
medieval Jewish merchant and his Indian slave as a strategy to displace and substitute the
impossibility of the ethnographic pursuit in contemporary Egypt. In the fictionalized and
distant history of the trade routes that connected the Arab to the Jewish world in the course of
the twelfth century, the author-narrator can displace his “desire” for empirical knowledge as
this is encumbered and frustrated in the context of his field site in contemporary Egypt. In the
reconstruction of the long and submerged history of contacts that revolved around the Indian
Ocean trade – which Ghosh was particularly interested in bringing to light from the state of
obscurity where these were languishing – he is finally freed from the anxieties provoked by
having to participate in the first person for his personal ethnography, given all the difficulties
entailed in his fieldwork experience.
From a historical consideration, Viswanathan argues that retreating into a world of the
past – the knowledge of which can be recovered by a good deal of archival research and some
work of the imagination – seems easier for Ghosh. His anthropological work is difficult to
accomplish in the present situation,  and the twelfth-century cosmopolitan world that linked
Arabs, Jews and South Asians461 offered the simplicity of a world untouched by centuries of
European colonial expansionism and economic and cultural exploitation. 
459 Viswanathan seems to suggest that Ghosh expected to assume, in his fieldwork experience, the more
conventional role of the “questioning” and “omniscient” ethnographer that characterized traditional
ethnography, but is incapacitated by the behavior of his informants. For more on how In an Antique Land
informs the epistemological dynamics that are typical of “reformed” ethnography, see Neelam Srivastava,
“Amitav Ghosh’s Ethnographic Fictions: Intertextual Links Between In An Antique Land and His Doctoral
Thesis.”
460 “Beyond Orientalism: Syncretism and the Politics of Knowledge,” p. 18.
461 See James Clifford, “Looking for Bomma,” The London Review of Books, Vol. 16, no. 6 (24 March 1994), p.
26. Online at <http://www.lrb.co.uk/v16/n06/james-clifford/looking-for-bomma>, accessed 15 April 2016. 
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By stressing this historical consideration, Viswanathan highlights the feelings of
nostalgia that attract the author to a past age where divisiveness between local communities
and sentiments of religious intolerance seem to be substituted by a reality where international
commerce, mercantile exchange and linguistic syncretism can “flourish.”462 However, this
model of syncretism is no longer available in the modern age:
In the history of the Indian Ocean trade and the hybrid identities that it spawned, Ghosh
finds a model of syncretism no longer available in the modern age, where religious and
cultural differences so overwhelm the possibilities of all dialogue that solutions are
weakly sought either in an overarching, totalising brand of official secularism or in
ethnic particularism.463
Cultural divisions and the natural suspiciousness of local villagers mixed with feelings of
religious intolerance for everything foreign or different, make it the task of ethnographic
research far more difficult for Ghosh. Conflicts the narrator experiences with the Egyptian
villagers are frequent, and it often seems difficult for him to reach a point of convergence or
to agree a point of mutual tolerance in his dialogues with the local informants.
5.2.2 “Human Crossings” in Egypt’s Past and Present: James Clifford
In his critical review of In an Antique Land, “Looking for Bomma,”464 Clifford too
emphasizes the immense gap Ghosh has traced between Egypt in a medieval and in a modern
context. Clifford suggests that in differentiating between the two contexts, the author is
particularly aware of the dimension of “human crossings”:
Ghosh’s poignant, tragic sometimes hilarious account connects the time of the Crusaders
and Ibn Battuta with current labour migrations and the Gulf War. In the face of brutal
geopolitical divisions, it rescues a vision of human crossings in the borderlands, shards
for a prehistory of post-colonialism.465
This observation goes hand in hand with a more general reflection on Ghosh’s literary
production, in which the author seems generally keen on portraying “entangled worlds”466
462 See Viswanathan “Beyond Orientalism: Syncretism and the Politics of Knowledge.”
463 Ibid.
464 See James Clifford, “Looking for Bomma,” The London Review of Books, Vol. 16, no. 6, 24 March 1994,
pp. 26-27. Online at <http://www.lrb.co.uk/v16/n06/james-clifford/looking-for-bomma>, accessed 15 April
2016.
465 James Clifford, “Looking for Bomma,” p. 26.
466 Ibid.
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that are particularly sensitive to borders. His choice of genres of production, especially his
travel writings and novels, seems to confirm this orientation. For example, in his novel The
Shadow Lines,467 he ‘writes of an Indian family whose members cross and recross two
geopolitical borders,’468 one being between London and Calcutta, the other between Calcutta
and Dhaka. 
 A gap of more than eight centuries between narrative episodes ultimately shows how
fluidity across the borders of the nation-state has changed over time, transforming itself from
the more idyllic dimension of transnational mobility spawned by the Indian Ocean trade and
its lively mercantile exchanges during the Middle Ages to the much less idyllic experience of
displacement in recent history, fostered by the Gulf War and the widespread phenomenon of
labour migration. Although other dimensions of change between the past and the present are
not particularly articulated in this text, Ghosh seems especially concerned about illustrating
the changing dynamics of human “crossings” as an aspect in which the pre-modern and the
modern phenomena of transnational mobility in the Middle East appear to differ radically.
5.3 The Emergence of the Nation in In an Antique Land
In my critical reading of In an Antique Land, I consider it important to emphasize the
centrality of the dimension of human “crossings,” which James Clifford refers to in his
critical reading of the work.469 However, I would like to investigate the possibility of
exploring Ghosh’s particular choice of interweaving an anthropological narrative set in
modern Egypt with a historical narrative set in medieval Egypt, by relating it to a different
intention to that highlighted by Viswanathan and by Clifford. Although it seems possible to
argue that the engagement of the reader in the romance of syncretism – where the current
struggles that invalidate Egyptian contemporary society might find a utopian, although
anachronistic, solution – provides one of the possible intentions the author might have had in
mind with his creative project,  I would like to put forward another dimension of critical
reading of his book that could provide a valid reason for his choice to interweave narrative
threads that are so historically discontinuous. 
I suggest that Ghosh situates his narrative in pre-modern as well as in modern Egypt
in order to provide a richer and more fully-formed representation of Egypt as a nation and to
re-define and re-create its borders with meanings beyond the boundaries of the nation-space
467 See Amitav Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (New Delhi: Ravi Dayal Publishers, 1988).
468 Clifford, “Looking for Bomma,” p. 26.
469 See Clifford, “Looking for Bomma.”
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or the traditions that have associated the emerging of the nation with the narrow histories of
nationalist movements. This approach allows the articulation of the identity of Egypt as a
post-colonial nation through a process of hybridization in which the act of narration crosses,
as Bhabha has suggested, ‘the frontiers of history, culture and language’470 by progressively
revealing and installing the nation in a trans-national space. The complex and discontinuous
temporal and spatial framework Ghosh adopts, and which spans from the time of the
Crusades and Ibn Battuta to his late-twentieth-century first-hand ethnographic account,471 has
many resonances with the complex representational process that, according to Bhabha, lies at
the core of the construction of the modern nation and its epistemological space.472 Drawing
partially on Fanon’s reflections on national culture,473 but also on the observations that
Benedict Anderson developed in Imagined Communities,474 Bhabha has suggested the
possibility of considering the epistemological space of the modern nation as disengaged from
its immediate identification with the state,475 and being in favour of a broader identification
with the narratives that have constructed it from the social imaginary of the nation-people.476
 Following this post-structuralist perspective, the contours of the nation have become
less identified with the history of nationalist movements and increasingly with the “traditions
of writing” that have sought to emphasize at the core of its formation a more uncertain time
of the “people.”477 The nation comes to dissociate itself increasingly from any form of
nationalist historicism that believes ‘there is a moment when the differential temporalities of
cultural histories coalesce in an immediately readable present’478 and to identify itself
increasingly with an heterogeneous process of cultural representation that follows the thread
of multiple temporalities.  I suggest that Bhabha’s critical perspective on the nation offers a
useful interpretation of Ghosh’s choice of alternating narrative episodes that are so
discontinuous in space as well as in time. In other words, we might argue that Ghosh’s choice
470 See Bhabha, “Introduction: narrating the nation,” in Nation and Narration, p. 6.
471 Whereas the first part of the book contains a chronicle of episodes of daily life in the villages of Lataifa and
Nashawy, that draws eclectically both from Ghosh first and second visit to Egypt – dated respectively 1980
and 1988 – in the third part of the book Ghosh goes back to his native India (Mangalore) with the intention
of solving the puzzle around the name of the slave of MHS H.6.
472 See Bhabha, “Dissemination: Time, narrative and the margins of the modern nation,” in The Location of
Culture, p. 199-244; Bhabha, “Introduction: narrating the nation,” in Nation and Narration, pp. 1-7. 
473 See Frantz Fanon, “On National Culture,” in The Wretched of The Earth (London: Penguin, 1967), pp. 166
-199.
474 See Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism
(London: Verso, 1983). 
475 Homi Bhabha, “Dissemination,” p. 218.
476 Ibid. 
477 Ibid.
478 Ibid.
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suggests the author’s affinity with that vision of the nation that envisages the latter as a
complex entity coming into being from a zone of deep instability of cultural signification,
where ‘national culture comes to be articulated as a dialectic of various temporalities –
modern, [..] postcolonial, “native”, that cannot [become] a knowledge that is stabilized in its
enunciation.’479 
Thus conceived, the nation is the result of a complex process of cultural
representation where ultimately ‘the margins of the nation displace the centre [and] the
peoples of the periphery return to rewrite the history and fiction of the metropolis.’480 In the
case of Ghosh’s ethnographic thread we can acknowledge different factors that appear to
validate this hypothesis. The principal factors are: a) Ghosh is a Third World anthropologist
working through the mediation of Western academic traditions (Oxford) to do fieldwork in
another Third World country, Egypt. The representation of Egypt provided in In an Antique
Land is filtered through the reality of the villages of Lataifa and Nashawy and their rural
communities, and not through the reality of metropolitan city life in Alexandria or Cairo; b) If
metropolitan life is present in the text, it is mentioned only indirectly as a reference point by
way of tales the villagers seldom tell to the narrator-anthropologist; c) In contrast,
throughout the historical thread that crosses the book, Ghosh reconstructs the history of
medieval Egypt by following the life history of the Indian Slave of a Jewish merchant, an
unprivileged and obscure figure whose presence has been called into existence by Ghosh
through his translation and patient deciphering of the documents written in Judeo-Arabic
found in the Geniza archives.
I have mentioned above only some of the reasons that illustrate how Ghosh attempts
to situate the nation-space of Egypt within ambivalent temporal margins, where a substantial
intervention for the marginal and the minority is recognized; a category which also includes
Ghosh’s personal position as a Third World narrator, historian and anthropologist. In light of
these observations, it is no wonder that Ghosh, as a young Indian anthropologist, takes a
special interest in the life history of an Indian medieval slave and his personal connection
with a Jewish merchant, who spent many years in the seaport city of Aden481 and later in
Mangalore. Narrating the Indian slave’s life history allows Ghosh to connect his two
narratives (the historical and the ethnographic), the two nationalities (the Indian and the
479 Ibid., p. 219.
480 Ibid.
481 The Port city of Aden, now in Yemen, has been popular since antiquity for its convenient position on the sea
route between Europe and India. 
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Egyptian) and the two cultures, without the need for a European reference point.482  
In the prologue to In an Antique Land, Ghosh argues that the history of the merchant
and his slave, together with their personal correspondence discovered in Goitein’s letters,483
had provided more than a justification for his anthropological project. This discovery gave
him a real sense of “entitlement” to conduct his own fieldwork experience in contemporary
Egypt:
I knew nothing then about the Slave of MS H. 6 except that he had given me a right to be
there, a sense of entitlement.484
Clifford noted that from Goitein’s collection of medieval letters, ‘Ghosh felt an obscure
permission to do fieldwork in Egypt.’485 The discovery of the life histories and personal
correspondence between Ben Yiju and Khalaf ibn Ishaq, together with other sources from the
Geniza archive that connected, at the time, the Mediterranean, Fustat486 and South India,
represented for the author the opportunity to reconstruct a long history of intercultural
relations and contacts between the Middle East and India,  not yet defined by the process of
European expansion or the dichotomy of “East” and “West.”  Moreover, the discovery of the
histories of the slave of MS H.6 and the Jewish merchant Ben Yiju allowed Ghosh to recover
those “lost” histories from ‘those barely discernible traces that ordinary people leave on the
world’487 and to use their first-hand documents as a starting point to develop his project of
differential history.
That is all: no more than a name and a greeting. But the reference comes to us from a
moment in time when the only people for whom we can even begin to imagine properly
human, individual, existences are the literate and the consequential, the wazirs and the
sultans, the chroniclers and the priests – the people who had the power to inscribe
themselves physically upon time. But the slave of Khalaf’s letter was not of that
company: in his instance it was a mere accident that those barely discernible traces that
ordinary people leave upon the world happen to have been preserved. It is nothing less
than a miracle that anything is known about him at all.488
482 For more on this topic see also Neelam Srivastava, “Amitav Ghosh’s Ethnographic Fictions,” p. 48.
483 See S. D Goitein, Letters from Medieval Jewish Traders (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973). 
484 Amitav Ghosh, “Prologue,” In an Antique Land, p. 19.
485 James Clifford, “Looking for Bomma,” p. 27.
486 Fustat is the old name for the city of Cairo.
487 “Prologue,” In an Antique Land, p. 16.
488 Ibid, pp. 16-17. 
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Ghosh’s project looks at an historical context – the medieval age – where the representation
and the inscription of history was kept by ‘the people who had the power to inscribe
themselves physically upon time,’489 that is by those – such as the “educated,” the “literate,”
the “wazirs,” the “sultans,” the “chroniclers” or the “priests”490– who had the power to
inscribe themselves into the theatre of history. In such contexts, the discovery of a letter sent
to his master by an Indian slave represented an “absolute exception,” as, in this instance, ‘it
was a mere accident [and] nothing less than a miracle’491 that something from this obscure
figure happened to be preserved.
The archives of the Cairo Geniza were a fruitful terrain for Ghosh to explore and to
recover a “parallel” history of the past, allowing him to provide agencies to those marginal
histories that had not been heard or given voice, either in the Islamic high culture of Egypt or
in the totalizing master narrative of European historiography. Following Anshuman Mondal
we could argue that, in In an Antique Land, Ghosh works in the direction of validating the
histories of unprivileged people, consecrating them as legitimate fields of enquiry.492 The
papers of the Geniza Archive are for Ghosh the evidence of a “parallel” history that has been
silenced by European historiography, and at the same time a point of departure to reconstruct
and recreate a differential history493 of Egypt’s medieval past. Here is how Ghosh traces the
history of the “Geniza World”:
By the first World War, the Geniza had finally been emptied of all its documents. In its
home country however, nobody took the slightest notice of its dispersal. In some
profound sense, the Islamic high culture of Masr had never really noticed, never found a
place for the parallel history the Geniza represented, and its removal only confirmed a
particular vision of the past.494
We can observe that, in the context of his anthropological-ethnographic work on village life
in contemporary Egypt, Ghosh also appears interested in giving agencies to marginal figures
489 Ibid. 
490 Ibid. 
491 Ibid. 
492 For more on this topic, see A. Mondal, “Allegories of Identity: Postmodern Anxiety and Postcolonial
Ambivalence in Amitav Ghosh’s In an Antique Land a n d The Shadow Lines,” The Journal of
Commonwealth Literature, Vol. 38, no. 3 (July 2003), pp. 19-36. 
493 For more on this topic, see A. Mondal, “Allegories of Identity,” p. 23.
494 “Lataifa,” in In an Antique Land, p. 95. On the similarities between Ghosh’s project of “differential” history
and that fostered by the Subaltern Studies group, we shall take into consideration that his fictionalized
history of the Indian Slave Khalaf ibn Ishaq  was originally contained in his study “The Slave of MS H.6” in
Gyanendra Pandey and Parta Chattarjee’s (eds.) Subaltern Studies VII  (Delhi:  OUP, 1992).
117
that do not appear in the historical “limelight.”495 Rather than focusing on metropolitan life in
the cities of Cairo or Alexandria, Ghosh prefers to turn to contemporary life in the Nile Delta,
narrating the life histories of the Egyptian peasants he encounters. By focusing on the rural
life of the communities of Lataifa and Nashawy, he is able to describe aspects of community
life as well as to follow the villagers in their travels across frontiers as labour forces in other
regions of the Middle East or as soldiers in the Gulf War.496 In the ethnographic thread,
Ghosh relates the villagers’ stories to delineate a modern pattern of transnational mobility
that is radically different to that traced, in the medieval past, by the peaceful mercantile
exchanges that took place across the trade routes of the Indian Ocean. In contrast to the
“utopian” dimension invoked by the transnational scenario of contacts linking the Middle
East and South Asia, Ghosh infuses the contemporary dimension  of “human crossings” in
contemporary Egypt, across and beyond the region of the Middle East, with a much more
dramatic connotation.  For example, below is a transcript of a scene in which the old villager
Shaikh Musa is mourning, in Ghosh’s presence, the loss of his son Hasan in the Gulf War and
rebukes him for not having taken part in his son’s funeral in Lataifa:
‘If you had been here at the time,’ he said, ‘you would have seen his funeral and the
mourning-reception afterwards. So many people came to mourn with us..’  [..] ‘If only
I’d known,’ I said. ‘I’d have come back at once’. [..] He looked at his feet and fell silent.
[..] ‘He was so young,’ Shaikh Musa said. ‘And his health was always so good.’ [..] He
rose to his feet, and when his face was level with mine I saw that he was weeping. ‘Al-
duniya zayya kida’, he said helplessly. ‘The world is like that …’ He went quickly back
inside after seeing me out, and I turned and walked away.497
In a similarly distressed emotional state, Ghosh reacts to the uncertain destiny of his friends
Nabeel and Isma’il. Contrary to the expectation that they would get jobs in the Agriculture
Ministry in Nashawy, Shaikh Musa tells Ghosh that they have both joined the army in Iraq.
‘You know those two fellows you used to talk about so much, Nabeel and Isma’il – I
heard something about them.’ [..] ‘Yes?’ I said. ‘What was it?’ [..] ‘Someone told me, I
can’t remember who,’ [Shaikh Musa] said. ‘It was many years after you went back to
India.’ [..] He paused to think, scratching his chin while I waited impatiently. [..] ‘I heard
495 See James Clifford, “Looking for Bomma,” p 28.
496 The author avails himself in In an Antique Land of both direct and indirect speech to narrate the life histories
of the Egyptian villagers, to reconstruct the ‘logic of their departures and returns, their stunning successes
and sad failures.’ See Clifford, “Looking for Bomma,” p. 28.
497 “Lataifa,” in In an Antique Land, p. 98.
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they were going to Iraq,’ he said at last. ‘They had gone to Cairo to make the
arrangements.’ [..] ‘Nabeel and Isma’il!’ I said. [..] ‘Didn’t you know they were going?’
[..] ‘No,’ I said. I could only shake my head, in stupefaction. It had never occurred to me
that Nabeel might have left Egypt and gone abroad. [..] It was several years now since I
last heard from Nabeel. He and I had corresponded regularly for a while after my
departure, but then I had changed address several times in New Delhi, while he had gone
off to do his stint in the army, and one way or another our correspondence had been
ruptured and never resumed. In the intervening years I had assumed that he and Isma’il
had become employees of the Agriculture Ministry, just as they had always intended to.
498
In conclusion, we could argue that, in his attempt to recover a differential history of the past
and to create a differential history of the present, Ghosh’s position as a post-colonial
intellectual – as Mondal has noted – ‘shares some affiliations with poststructuralist theory
insofar as the theoretical orientation of his differential history problematizes the “givenness”
of history, and the political and cultural valuations that arise from it.’499 Mondal suggests a
particular similarity can be seen between Ghosh’s work and the post-structuralist critique of
historicism, which questions, at the same time, ‘the grounds of historical knowledge and the
production of historical knowledge,’500 envisaging historiography as a form of discourse in
which events are composed and selected according to a certain perspective and ordered in a
coherent narrative.501 
By going one step further in my argument, I suggest that Ghosh, by making use of his
historical and his anthropological work, is interested in letting the “figure” of the people
emerge in the narrative ambivalence that comes from the composition of disjunctive times
and meanings.502 In other words, what emerges from In an Antique Land cannot simply be
identified with the “locality” of an Egyptian national culture, but rather with the construction
of a “processual” identity where the boundaries between Inside and Outside, Self and Other,
Past and Present, must be continuously examined and expanded through the incorporation of
new people as well as multiple sites of meaning where the spaces of the in-between emerge
498 “Nashawy,” in In an Antique Land, p. 143.
499 See Anshuman Mondal, “Allegories of Identity,” p. 20. ‘This necessarily involves a critique of historicism
since his aim is to subvert the teleological logic of such master narratives in which Europe’s Others – the
colonized, the subaltern, the Slave – were silenced and their histories integrated into the universalist grand
narrative of European History,’ ibid.
500 Ibid., p. 21.
501 Ibid. 
502 Bhabha, “Dissemination,” pp. 219-220.
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as those through which ‘the meanings of cultural and political authority are negotiated.’503 
5.4 The Performative Dimension and the Social Spaces of the Nation in 
In an Antique Land
The process of envisaging the nation not as a fixed, substantial or historical entity, but as a
more dynamic and open-ended representational process in which fields of meaning are
constantly disseminated and articulated in the process of “being made” through the encounter
with “The Other,” opens up the possibility of considering the construction of the nation in
relation to a primarily performative dimension.504  
The representation of Egypt that takes place In an Antique Land has at its core the
“living culture,” the social life of its people. Thus, by looking at the representation Ghosh
provides of Egypt, we can read his constant attempt to capture in his notebooks the
appearances of the people, their habits, customs and traditions. These are visible through his
“subjective” experience of observer (and participant) of village life. In this context, the
villagers’ customs, their traits and acts – as these are repeated across the narrative – turn into
something that we are tempted to consider more substantially as their “identities.” To draw
again on Bhabha’s insights, Egypt as a nation is shaped in this book through the patient act of
narration of the people’s customs, traditions and appearances. It could be argued that, in his
late-twentieth century ethnography, the author follows the villagers of Lataifa and Nashawy
through the “fluctuating movement”505 of the present to which they are giving shape primarily
as social actors. 
In her much-celebrated essay on performativity and gender constitution,506 Judith
Butler has provided a fascinating explanation of the way in which ‘social agents constitute
social reality through language, gesture, and all manner of symbolic social sign,’507 by
drawing and revising the phenomenological tradition and, in particular, the doctrine of
503 Bhabha, “Introduction,” in Nation and Narration, p. 4.
504 For more on this topic and on how Homi Bhabha has drawn from Franz Fanon’s idea of national culture to
develop his perspective on the modern nation, see “Dissemination,” pp. 199-244, in The Location of Culture.
505 See Fanon, “On National Culture,” pp. 182-183. Fanon here writes: ‘It is not enough to try to get back to the
people in that past out of which they have already emerged; rather, we must join them in that fluctuating
movement which they are just giving shape to, and which, as soon as it has started, will be the signal for
everything to be called into question,’ ibid. This passage is also cited by Bhabha in “Dissemination,” p. 218. 
506 See Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist
Theory,” Theatre Journal, Vol. 40, n. 4 (Dec 1988), pp. 519-531. In her essay Butler argues that gender is
instituted through the “stylization” of the body, and it must be understood therefore ‘as the mundane way in
which bodily gestures, movements and enactments of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding
gendered self,’ ibid. 
507 Ibid., p. 519.
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constituting acts. In her critical thinking, Butler has applied the notion of performativity
drawn from the area of linguistics and the philosophy of language to the discourse of gender.
Butler argues that gender, rather than being a stable and reified identity, is an identity that is
constituted in time through the repetition of acts and through a powerful “stylization” of the
body that creates the illusion of an “abiding gendered self.”508  In brief, Butler has contested
gender in its “reified” or “substantial” status highlighting, in contrast, its performative nature.
Drawing on Butler’s reflections on gender constitution allows, I suggest, a deeper
understanding of the particular epistemological approach Ghosh appears to use in the context
of In an Antique Land. I would like to put forward, as a critical point, that the author shapes
the identities of the Egyptian villagers against the background of a similar performative
dimension to that evoked by Butler in her genealogy of gender. In a similar way to Butler’s
argument about “gendered” identity, I suggest that the identity of the Egyptian villagers takes
shape in the book through a similar mechanism, that is, through a “performative
accomplishment” that is compelled by specific restraints such as “social sanctions” and
“taboo.”509 Ghosh emphasizes and brings into stylization certain acts – including simple
gestures and bodily movements – that the villagers perform and repeat in their everyday lives
by giving the illusion and the appearance of something substantial.510 Ghosh’s construction of
the identity of the villagers is accomplished according to a phenomenological perspective, in
the sense that the author uses the way the villagers appear to him in his primarily subjective
experience in order to shape their identities.  
 In this particular way, I suggest that “the stylized repetition of acts through time”511
that Ghosh places at the centre of his ethnographic description of village life can take place in
the principal social and public spaces of the nation, such as markets, mosques, mowlids and
the fields. All these spaces contribute to the development of the social temporality of Egypt,
by defining the rhythms of its social life. 
By focusing on Ghosh’s use of performative acts in defining the identity of the
508 Ibid. At this point of her argumentation Butler draws on Simone De Beauvoir’s feminist contribution to
phenomenological theory arguing that one is not “born” a woman but rather “becomes” a woman.
509 “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution,” p. 520.
510 As a consequence of this process, both the “mundane social audience” of Egyptian society and the social
actors themselves come to accept and believe these acts as constituting their identity. This act of belief
comes to be duplicated in the realm of narration from the side of both the author-narrator and of the reader.
This act of fiction is however implied in any act of representation These aspects, such as the way in which
the people appear or the most common gestures that they exhibit in their daily lives, are perceived by Ghosh
in the realm of his subjective, and therefore “phenomenological,” experience, but acquire something of a
“reified” status by being repeated in the course of the narrative. 
511 “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution,” p. 520.
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Egyptian community, we are likely to observe that his portrayal of the Egyptian nation is
characterized by a religious, rather than a national, denominator. Borrowing an argument
from Fanon,512 we could assert that ‘the living culture [of the people represented] is not
national but Arab.’513 We might observe that most of the appearances, acts and gestures of the
villagers of Lataifa and Nashawy described by Ghosh can be brought back to an Arab, rather
than to a national, matrix. There are, for example, frequent descriptions of the villagers’
jallabeyya,514 the traditional and almost sacred garment that each villager makes his own by
developing around it a set of personalized gestures. Here, for example, Ghosh provides a
description of Ustaz Mustafa, the “worldly” teacher from Alexandria, who is portrayed
performing the gesture of moving back the cuff of his costume: 
I noticed that he [Ustaz Mustafa] had the habit of flicking back the cuff of his jallabeyya
every few minutes or so to steal a quick look at his watch. I was to discover later that this
gesture was rooted in an anxiety that had long haunted his everyday existence: the fear
that he might inadvertently miss one of the day’s five required prayers. That was why he
looked much busier than anyone else in Lataifa – he was always in a hurry to get to the
mosque.515 
Ustaz Mustafa is later described as displaying a particularly careful attitude towards his
jallabeyya, and showing a special fear and reluctance to blemish his sacred garment through
contact with the soil. As Ghosh observes:
The truth is that walking in the fields was something of a trial for Ustaz Mustafa: it
demanded ceaseless vigilance on his part to keep particle of impure matter, like goat’s
droppings and cow dung, from touching his jallabeyya, since he would otherwise be
obliged to change his clothes before going to the mosque again. This meant that he had to
walk with extreme care in those liberally manured fields, with his hem plucked high
above his ankles, very much in the manner that women hitch up their saris during the
monsoons in Calcutta.516
In another incident, Abu-‘Ali, an old villager of Lataifa and caretaker of the house where
Ghosh stays on his first visit to the village, is depicted in his usual gesture of “hitching up”
512 Franz Fanon, “On National Culture,” in The Wretched of the Earth, pp.  166-199.
513 Ibid., p. 172.
514 The jallabeyya is a traditional Egyptian garment native to the Nile Valley, which is traditionally associated
with farming.
515 “Lataifa,” in An Antique Land, p. 46, my emphasis.
516 Ibid., p. 51,  my emphasis.
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his jallabeyya before mounting on his moped:
Every now and again, Abu-‘Ali would roll off his divan, send his wife in to fetch his best
dark glasses, and shout for the moped to be wheeled out into the courtyard. He would
hitch up the hem of his jallabeyya and then, lifting up his leg, he would mount the
vehicle with a little sidelong hop, while his son held it steady. [..] He would go shooting
off down the road, his jallabeyya ballooning out around him, while the moped, in profile,
diminished into a thin, sharp line.517 
Jabir, the young teenager from Lataifa, and one of the villagers with whom Ghosh establishes
a closer relationship during his stay, is also described as showing an attitude of extra caution
towards his traditional costume:
He [Jabir] came into the room and seated himself on the chair, taking care to keep his
clean jallabeyya from touching the floor.518
Or, for example, we could turn to this sad characterization of the old villager Shaikh Musa,
caught in the painful remembrance of the loss of his son Hasan in the Gulf War:
As my eyes grew accustomed to the dark I saw that he was unshaven, with several days’
stubble showing white against his dark skin. He seemed to have aged terribly since I had
last seen him: he looked as though he’d shrivelled and withered; his jallabeyya had
suddenly outgrown him.519
The author’s description of the gestures that the villagers adopted towards their traditional
costume provides an indicative example of that broader process by which, as Butler explained
in her genealogy of gender, ‘the body comes to bear cultural meanings.’520 The jallabeyya, as
the traditional Egyptian costume, represents one of the most obvious characterizations of the
Egyptian people,521 and perhaps one of the few signs of their national identity. The garment’s
“personalized” use by each villager allows them to create a stylized gesture that has some part
in their identity formation. However, as Fanon reminded us, ‘culture has never the
517 Ibid., p. 28, my emphasis.
518 Ibid., p. 61, my emphasis.
519 Ibid., p. 97.
520 Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution,” p. 520.
521 For more on how the people’s customs or their “objectivities” provide a first stage in the construction of the
identities of the people at the core of the nation, see Fanon, “On National Culture,” and Bhabha,
“Dissemination.”
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translucidity of custom; it abhors all simplification.’522
 In contrast, Ghosh provides descriptions of other acts and practices which, as
structures of repetition,523 play an important part in the constitution of the identity of the
Egyptian community, and which, on a broader level, contribute to giving shape to the
heterogeneous identity of the nation-as-narration. These include the whole set of practices
and rituals related to the Islamic religion, in whose close cycle Ghosh frames the social
temporality of the nation and the rhythm of its living culture. An obvious and special place in
this ensemble of practices is occupied by the daily prayers that each villager, as a devoted
Muslim, is expected to attend. In particular, Ghosh provides numerous descriptions,
throughout the book, of the call the muezzin makes from the minaret, inviting the believers to
gather at the mosque, presenting it as an episode of the life of the community that repeats
itself day after day.
Among other social practices, daily prayers are a substantial element of the life of the
Egyptian communities, marking the time of its people, their everyday lives, constituting a
fundamental aspect of their social temporality. In the following passage, for example, Ustaz
Mustafa, who is asking Ghosh questions about Hindu religious traditions, is described as
abruptly leaving the conversation to join the call for prayers:
I began to protest but Ustaz Mustafa was not interested in my answers anymore. His eyes
had fallen on his watch, and he rose hurriedly to his feet. [..] At the door he turned back
for a moment. ‘I am hoping,’ he said, ‘that you will convert and become a Muslim. You
must not disappoint me.’[..] Then he was gone. A moment later I heard the voice of a
muezzin, chanting the call to prayer.524
The attitudes the community shows towards the practices of Islam and its religious rituals are
mainly exclusive or exclusionary. During the month of Ramadan, Ghosh expresses his
interest in taking part in the fast, but, as an outsider, he is not welcomed by the villagers to
join in their religious observance. 
We were then well into Ramadan, and I was one of the handful of the people in the
hamlet who were not fasting. I had wanted to join in the fast, but everyone insisted, ‘No,
you can’t fast, you’re not a Muslim – only Muslims fast at Ramadan.’ And so, being
522 Fanon, “On National Culture,” p. 180.
523 For the close interrelation between repetition and performative acts see Butler, “Performative Acts and
Gender Constitution.”
524 “Lataifa,” in In an Antique Land, pp. 50-51.
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reminded of my exclusion every day by the drawn, thirsty faces around me, the thought
of Cairo and Alexandria, and the proximity of others among the excluded, grew ever
more attractive.525
On the other hand, when the villagers make an effort to try and include Ghosh in the religious
life of the community – by encouraging him to participate in the routine of daily prayers or in
other practices connected to the Islamic religion – he often rejects their invitation. This
attitude can be seen in a passage in which Ustaz Mustafa – who is prone to demonstrate to his
foreign friend the superiority of Islam over the Hindu religion – invites him to join him at the
mosque for the noon prayers.
He jumped to his feet and stretched out his hand. ‘Come with me to the mosque right
now,’ he said. ‘That is where we are going – for the noon prayers. You don’t have to do
anything. Just watch us pray, and soon you will understand what Islam is.’ [..] I hesitated
for a moment, and then I shook my head. ‘No,’ I said. ‘I can’t. I have many things to
do.’526
On another occasion, Ustaz Mustafa invites the anthropologist to follow him to the graveyard
where his father is buried, as he wants his assistance in rehearsing some verses from the
Quran at his father’s grave. On that occasion, too, Ghosh seems reluctant and refuses to
follow his friend to the graveyard:
His eyes had fallen on his watch, and he rose hurriedly to his feet. ‘Tomorrow,’ he said,
‘I will take you with me to the graveyard, and you can watch me reciting the Quran over
my father’s grave. You will see then how much better Islam is than this “Hinduki” of
yours. ’[..] He came back the next evening, his Quran in his hands, and said: ‘Come, let’s
go to the graveyard.’[..] ‘I can’t,’ I said quickly. ‘I have to go out to the fields.’527
In general, we could suggest that the living culture and the rhythm of the nation are
articulated in In an Antique Land through the temporalities defined by a double cycle: the
religious one represented by the set of Islamic rituals and the agricultural one based on the
practices that gravitate around the life of the fields (such as harvesting and sowing). A special
role in the dynamic process of identity formation of the Egyptian villagers is played by the
public spaces of markets, mosques and mowlids, and the fields. These represent very
525 Ibid., pp. 74-75.
526 Ibid., p. 48.
527 Ibid., pp. 50-51.
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characteristic social spaces where most of the encounters between villagers take place. Ghosh
makes use of these social spaces, together with the social temporalities that they define, to
articulate the borders of the nation-as-narration.
Therefore, we could argue that the representative process at the core of the
construction of the nation, in In an Antique Land, has the effect of ultimately dislocating the
identity of its people from any possible fixed or “preformed” moment of reification of their
cultural histories, in the direction of a more complex and open-ended process that aims to
situate their actions in the more fluid and open dimension offered by a performative time. I
argue, therefore, that the performative can be indicated as the preferred time-dimension in
which Ghosh-as-anthropologist locates the narration of his encounters in modern Egypt. 
We now have a brief overview of the borders in which the whole set of performative
acts can take place in this text. These, as we have seen, define the borders of the nation-as-
narration. At this point, I would like to highlight that an important part of the performative
acts are represented by the dialogues between Ghosh and the Egyptian informants. I suggest
that the speech acts between Ghosh and the Egyptian villagers represent the most crucial and
diversified performative acts through which both cultural identities of the agents – that of a
more or less “liberal Hindu” and that of a more or less “orthodox Muslim”528 – come to be
defined.
In the representational context of In an Antique Land, I suggest that the dialogues, in
the form of speech acts529 between Ghosh and the villagers contribute to giving shape trait-by-
trait to both the cultural and religious identities of the interlocutors, the Indian and the
Egyptian, the Hindu and the Muslim, although the mutual confrontation of habits and
traditions between the two cultures is not always devoid of conflict.
  If we take a step back to the original meaning of the performative, we can find that it
is actually possible to apply to this category most of the pertinent sentences constituting the
speech acts between Ghosh and the Egyptian villagers.  Most of their verbal communication
reported in the book is in fact comprised of unities of speech communication that John
528 For a use of this expression, see Clifford, “Looking for Bomma.”
529 For more on this topic, see J. R. Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1969).  
126
Austin530 had originally called performative utterances.531 In his speech act theory,532 Austin
defined these as sentences that expressed a statement of intention from the side of the
speaker, and therefore included in its category promises, apologies, bets, warnings,
predictions and commands. He also counterposed constative utterances, which contain a more
neutral statement or a description. 
In light of Austin’s preliminary distinction between a constative and a performative
utterance, we can observe that the communication between the anthropologist and the
Egyptian villagers is never value-neutral, that is, rarely takes place on a mainly “referential”
level. On the contrary, it is often characterized by the forceful form of a promise, a bet, or
generally a statement of intention. More specifically, I suggest that Ghosh seems to gain
particular advantage from the performative aspect of the pragmatics of language in those
speech acts with the villagers that revolve around religious or cultural issues and traditions.
For example, in the following dialogue between Ustaz Mustafa and Ghosh, the villager is
seemingly expressing an invitation and a promise to the anthropologist at the same time:
He jumped to his feet and stretched out his hand. ‘Come with me to the mosque right
now,’ he said. ‘That is where we are going – for the noon prayers. You don’t have to do
anything. Just watch us pray, and soon you will understand what Islam is.’ [..] I hesitated
for a moment, and then I shook my head. ‘No,’ I said. ‘I can’t. I have many things to
do.’533
Again, a few paragraphs later, the villager appears to insist on acceptance of his invitation,
hoping to win over Ghosh’s initial reluctance to join the rest of the community for afternoon
prayers:
530 See Austin, How To Do Things With Words. The first distinction that Austin makes between a constative and
a performative utterance concerns the fact that, whereas the first indicates a “statement” or a “description”
and therefore can be subject to criteria of truth or falsehood, the performative utterance is comparable to an
“act” where saying something is “doing” something, and therefore includes in its category “promises,”
“apologies,” “bets,” “warnings,” “predictions, ” and “commands,” all of which presuppose the statement of
an intention from the side of the speaker. Austin will replace, at a later phase of his speech act theory, the
initial distinction between constative and performative utterances with that, more theoretically satisfying,
between “locutionary” and “illocutionary” acts. He thus explains that, whereas a “locutionary” act consists in
uttering a sentence that has a certain meaning characterized by “sense” and “reference,” an “illocutionary”
act takes place when a sentence is pronounced with a certain “force.” See also John Searle, “Austin on
Locutionary and Illocutionary Acts,” The Philosophical Review, Vol. 77, no. 4 (Oct 1968), p. 406. 
531 A performative utterance, as Searle explains, cannot be true or false, but only “felicitous” or “infelicitous,”
see Searle, “Austin on Locutionary and Illocutionary Acts,” The Philosophical Review, Vol. 77, no. 4 (Oct
1968), pp. 405-424.  
532 See Austin, How To Do Things With Words.
533 “Lataifa,” in In an Antique Land, p.  48. 
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‘Just come and watch – that’s all I’m asking of you.’534
By examining the dialogue closely, we can observe that the first to express a clear statement
of intention is Ustaz535 Mustafa, who invites Ghosh to come and watch the villagers pray in
the mosque. Ustaz Mustafa’s statement of intention is followed by Ghosh’s own. This can be
noted in the abrupt rejection that Ghosh makes of Ustaz Mustafa’s proposal: ‘I can’t. I have
many things to do.’536 We can see how this same pattern of succession is repeated, in another
dialogue between Ghosh and Ustaz Mustafa:
‘Tomorrow,’ [Ustaz Mustafa] said, ‘I will take you with me to the graveyard, and you
can watch me reciting the Quran over my father’s grave.  You will see then how much
better Islam is than this “Hinduki” of yours.’ [..] At the door he turned back for a
moment. ‘I am hoping,’ he said, ‘that you will convert and become a Muslim. You must
not disappoint me.’ [..] Then he was gone. A moment later I heard the distant voice of a
muezzin, chanting the call for prayer. [..] He had meant what he said. [..] He came back
the next evening, his Quran in his hands, and said: ‘Come, let’s go to the graveyard.’ [..]
‘I can’t,’ I said quickly. ‘I have to go out to the fields.’537   
In this conversation, we can again read the invitation Ustaz Mustafa directs to Ghosh to join
him in another highly characterized social space – this time not the mosque but a graveyard –
to introduce him to another aspect of the Islamic religion. In this case, the invitation is not to
join him for the “conventional” prayers but in the more informal gesture of reading the Quran
over his father’s grave. Ustaz Mustafa’s invitation is expressed in the performative utterance:
‘Come, let’s go to the graveyard.’ This invitation is expressed in a performative utterance that
indicates the statement of intention of hope harboured by the villager of being able to
convince Ghosh to convert to Islam. This intention comes to life in the utterance: ‘I am
hoping that you will convert and become a Muslim. You must not disappoint me.’ However,
at this point of the conversation, Ghosh replies to the villager’s proposal with an utterance
indicating refusal: ‘I can’t, I have to go out to the fields.’
Other dialogues in the book contain clearly expressed statements of intentions on the
part of their speakers. In particular, where Ghosh is invited to answer the villagers’ questions
about customs and practices of the Hindu religious tradition. For example, in this
534 Ibid.
535 Ustaz is the Arabic word for teacher. 
536 “Lataifa,” p. 48.
537 Ibid., pp. 50-51.
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conversation where the teacher from Alexandria asks the anthropologist for some
clarification about the Hindu custom of sati , the ritual of widow burning, and about
circumcision.  
‘I have read all about India,’ said Ustaz Mustafa smiling serenely. ‘There is a lot of chili
in the food and when a man dies his wife is dragged away and burnt alive.’ [..] ‘Not
always, I protested, ‘my grandmother for example..’ [..] ‘And of course,’ Ustaz Mustafa
continued, ‘you have Indira Gandhi, and her son Sanjay Gandhi, who used to sterilize the
Muslims...’[..] ‘No, no, he sterilized everyone,’ I said.538 
A few paragraphs later, Ustaz Mustafa’s  questions become even more pressing, knowing that
Jabir and other villagers are listening to the conversation and are eager to take part in the
discussion:  
‘Tell me, are you a Muslim?’ [..] ‘No,’ I said, but he didn’t really need an answer since
everyone in the hamlet knew that already. ‘So then what are you?’ [..] ‘I was born a
Hindu,’ I said reluctantly, for if I had a religious identity at all it was largely by default.
[..] ‘What is this “Hinduki” thing? I have heard from it and I don’t understand it. If it is
not Christianity nor Judaism nor Islam what can it be? Who are its prophets?’ [..] ‘It’s
not like that,’ I said. ‘There aren’t any prophets..’ [..] ‘So you are like the Magi?’ he said,
bright-eyed. ‘You worship fire then?’ [..]. I shook my head vaguely, but before I could
answer, he tapped my arm with his forefinger. ‘No,’ he said, smiling coquettishly. ‘I
know – it’s cows you worship – isn’t that so?’ [..] There was a sharp, collective intake of
breath as Jabir and the other boys recoiled, calling upon God, in whisper, to protect them
from the Devil. [..] I cleared my throat; I knew a lot depended on my answers. ‘It’s not
like that,’ I said. ‘In my country some people don’t eat beef because...because cows give
milk and plough the fields and so on, and so they’re very useful.’539
In this dialogue, we can observe that the villagers react with shock to the question about the
Hindu habit of worshipping cows, expressed in the utterance: ‘I know it’s cows you worship
– isn’t that so?’ They call upon God, pray and call upon God to implore Him to protect them
from misfortune.’540 In the eyes of the Egyptian villagers, many of the Hindu customs Ghosh
is asked to explain appear as outrageous. These especially include the reverence Indians show
for cows, the habit of cremating the dead, and the practice of non-circumcision. These are
538 Ibid., p. 46.
539 Ibid, p. 47.
540 Ibid.
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themes that appear and re-appear constantly throughout Ghosh’s narration of Egypt and are
repeated in many variations, depending on the interlocutors involved in the conversation. For
example, in this passage, Jabir, a young villager from Lataifa and one of the closest to the
anthropologist, asks him if circumcision is a wide-spread practice in his country: 
‘But tell me of this – of course you have circumcision where you come from, just like we
do? Isn’t that so, mush kida?’ [..] I had long been dreading this line of questioning,
knowing exactly where it would lead. [..] ‘Some people do,’ I said. ‘And some people
don’t.’ ‘You mean,’ he said in rising disbelief, ‘there are people in your country who are
not circumcised?’ [..] In Arabic the word ‘circumcise’ derives from a root that means ‘to
purify’: to say of someone that they are ‘uncircumcised’ is more or less to call them
impure. [..] ‘Yes,’ I answered, ‘yes, many people in my country are “impure”’. I had no
alternative; I was trapped by language. [..] ‘But not you...’ He could not bring himself to
finish the sentence[..] ‘Yes,’ I said. My face was too hot with embarrassment and my
throat had gone dry: ‘Yes, me too.’541
In this other episode, Ghosh discusses the practice of cremation with a girl working in the
fields of Lataifa:
She was watching me closely now, and suddenly, clapping her hands to her thin, fine-
boned cheeks, she cried: ‘Why, aren’t you doktór al-Hindi? I saw you at the Thursday
market last week.’  [..] ‘Tell me,’ she said. ‘Is it true what they say about you? That in
your country people burn their dead?’[..] ‘Some people do,’ I said. ‘It depends.’ [..] ‘Why
do they do it?’ she cried. ‘Don’t they know it’s wrong? You can’t cheat the Day of
Judgement by burning your dead.’ ‘Please,’ I said. ‘Do you know when Ustaz Sabry is
going to be back?’ [..] ‘Soon,’ she said. ‘Soon. But now tell me: is it true that you
worship cows? That’s what they are saying at the market. They said that just the other
day you fell to your knees in front of a cow, right out in the fields in front of
everyone.’542
These examples show how many dialogues between Ghosh and the Egyptian informants
represent occasions for an exchange of customs and traditions between the two cultures. As
well as religious and cultural traditions, some dialogues are centred on agricultural issues,
such as this one between Ghosh and Ahmed, the educated mowazzaf and older son of Shaikh
Musa:
541 Ibid., pp. 61-62.
542 “Nashawy,” in In An Antique Land, pp. 124-125.
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No sooner had Shaikh Musa left that Ahmed began to tell me how cotton was rotated
with the fodder crop berseem. ‘Write it down,’ he said, handing me my notebook, ‘or
else you’ll forget.’543
In conclusion to this section of the chapter, I have drawn on both Butler’s and Austin’s
notions of performativity, as drawn respectively from Butler’s discourse of gender and
Austin’s speech act theory, as a valuable frame to analyze the performative acts that occur in
In an Antique Land. My intention was that of unveiling the dynamics employed by Ghosh in
his text to articulate both his own cultural identity as well as that of the Egyptian villagers. At
this point, I would like to consider the broader argument on which I have based this chapter,
namely, the construction of the nation as a particular form of narrative strategy in In an
Antique Land.544 The analysis of some of the speech acts between Ghosh and the Egyptian
villagers represents only some examples of those performative acts in whose borders can take
place the formation of the nation-as-narration. I have also tried to illustrate how the psychic
identification of Ghosh and the Egyptian informants can take place through such dialogues, in
the religious and cultural identities that correspond to an Indian “liberal” Hindu and an
“orthodox” Egyptian Muslim. This process of reciprocal identity-formation can take place in
the text without the need for a European reference point.
5.5 Reflections on the Ethnographic Practice in In an Antique Land
By looking at how Ghosh uses ethnographic practice, we could argue as author-narrator and
anthropologist, he appears here to make use of the ambiguity of the ethnographic act, by
simultaneously “accusing” it and exploiting it in its creative potential. I will refer here to
reflections Bhabha developed on the practice of ethnography in relation to the constitution of
the nation-as-narration to illustrate my point.545 
The ethnographic demands that the observer himself is a part of his observation and this
requires that the field of knowledge – the total social fact – must be appropriated like a
543 “Lataifa,” in In An Antique Land, p. 44.
544 For the use of this expression with reference to the construction of the modern and postcolonial nation, see
Bhabha, “Dissemination,” pp. 199-244, in The Location of Culture.
545 See Bhabha, “Dissemination,” in The Location of Culture, pp. 199-244. In this essay, Bhabha sheds light on
the constitution of the nation by equating its representative process to that of an ethnography that, by
claiming to be the “norm” of social contemporaneity, has absorbed in a homogeneous whole the diversity of
its people. He argues: ‘The nation is no longer the sign of modernity under which cultural differences are
homogenized in the “horizontal” view of society. The nation reveals, in its ambivalent and vacillating
representation, an ethnography of its own claim to being the norm of social contemporaneity,’ ibid., p. 214. 
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thing, but like a thing which comprises within itself the subjective understanding of the
indigenous.546
As Bhabha’s argument clearly states, the ethnographic act entails the construction of a “social
fact” that involves both the participation of the anthropologist/ethnographer and that of the
local informants.547 In the course of the several months he spent in the villages of Lataifa and
Nashawy in the 1980s, in line with the traditional use of the participant-observation method
as a tool of ethnographic research, Ghosh relied especially on the personal relationships he
cultivated with the local villagers to develop a comprehension of Egyptian rural culture, as
well as of some of the most common practices of the Islamic religion. 
In light of these observations, by considering the total social picture that is
constructed in In an Antique Land (a representation of modern Egypt and a portrait of village
life on the Nile Delta), we can easily observe that both agents contributing to its construction
– that is the anthropologist and the local informants – assume subject-positions that are highly
ambivalent. The text vividly reflects the situation of crisis experienced by Ghosh and that
comes from his awareness of being simultaneously “split” in his double function of subject
and object of narration.548 As the ethnographic narrative develops, it appears increasingly
clear that the Egyptian villagers Ghosh encounters have developed their own subjective
understanding of the anthropologist. This process becomes visible when observing how the
perceptions that the villagers have developed of Ghosh’s individual personality – as well as
their opinions on some of his native cultural habits – merge with the author’s own
representation of village life and of the villagers, ultimately interfering with such
representation. This can happen because Ghosh himself is part of the total social fact he
describes, and, as he participates in the social life of the Egyptian community, he is not only
“actively” narrating it, but he is, at the same time, “passively” being narrated, told and seen
by its people. By drawing on a more technical expression used by Bhabha, we could argue
546 “Dissemination,” p. 215.
547 The construction of the social fact at the centre of ethnography entails that the subject of narration of the
ethnographic text – the ethnographer – assumes at the same time the function of subject and that of object, as
he himself is an “object” for the informant. Bhabha argues: ‘For ethnography demands that the subject has to
split itself into object and subject in the process of identifying its field of knowledge. The ethnographic
object is constituted ‘by dint of the subject’s capacity for indefinite self-objectification (without ever quite
abolishing itself as subject) for projecting outside itself ever-diminishing fragments of itself,’
“Dissemination,” p. 215.
548 On a discursive level, we could argue that the condition of creativity that is generated in  In an Antique Land
is favored by the fact that the representation that Ghosh makes of contemporary Egypt and of village life
oscillates and “vacillates” constantly from the perspective of the anthropologist to that of the local
informants, by making it impossible for any of such agents to claim a position of “narrative control” within
the construction of the social fact.
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that Ghosh, as the subject of narration, externally projects “fragments” of himself549 without
arriving, however, to abolish himself completely as the subject of ethnographic narration. I
will later try to explain how this condition of structural ambiguity in which the anthropologist
finds himself represents a fertile terrain for the emergence of self-reflection and for irony,
especially in the form of self-directed irony. 
The process of the projection or refraction of Ghosh in the perceptions of the same
local villagers the anthropologist came to study, simultaneously represents for the author – as
I indicated earlier – a disturbing and yet creatively prolific condition. Such a condition is
disturbing because Ghosh has to renounce any “pretension” of scientific neutrality in his
observation of contemporary life in the Nile Delta, and, at the same time, because he has to
show himself to be ready for indefinite occasions of ‘self-objectification.’550 It is, on the other
hand, creatively fruitful because from this position of internal multiplicity, reciprocity and
eccentricity, Ghosh can re-cast as Clifford observed ‘the conventional village study as a
multiply-centred account of transnational relations.’551
The process of the projection or refraction of Ghosh or his self-objectification can be
seen at play throughout the whole set of perceptions and judgments the local villagers
develop about him, and that they communicate with each other and with the author-narrator-
anthropologist, generally in the context of conversations between Ghosh and the informants
and in those between the informants. An indicative example of this process draws on a scene
in which Ghosh describes Jabir when he is intent on presenting him to the other villagers on
the occasion of the mowlid of Nakhlatain. Walking through the fair, Ghosh’s exotic look
attracts the curiosity of the villagers. The anthropologist, having spotted a stall selling air
guns, decides to accept the owner’s invitation to test them. While Ghosh is aiming his gun at
the board behind the counter, Jabir starts to introduce him to the people who have flocked
around him: 
I was stooping to take aim when I heard Jabir’s voice behind me: ‘From India..’ I looked
over my shoulder and quickly turned back again. A large crowd had gathered around me;
much larger than the crowds in any of the other stalls. ‘Doesn’t know anything,’ I heard
Jabir say. ‘Nothing at all..’, I squeezed the trigger, trying to keep my sights steady on a
large balloon. [..] ‘You missed,’ said Jabir. Ignoring my mumbled retort, he turned back
to his audience. ‘Didn’t I tell you?’ he whispered. ‘Doesn’t know a thing.’ I tried to fix
549 “Dissemination,” p. 215. 
550 See Bhabha, “Dissemination,” p. 215.
551 See Clifford, “Looking for Bomma,” p. 28.
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the balloon in my sights again, while people clustered eagerly around Jabir. ‘Doesn’t
pray, doesn’t even know our Lord...’[..] ‘What are you saying? Doesn’t know our Lord!’
I squeezed the trigger, and once again the pellet thudded into the board, wide of the
balloon. [..]‘Doesn’t know the Lord! Oh the Saviour!’ I shuffled off quickly to the next
stall where a boy was selling pink, fluffy candy. Jabir’s voice followed me: ‘Reads books
and asks questions all day long; doesn’t have any work to do...’ [..] ‘Can we talk to him?’
somebody asked. [..] ‘No,’ Jabir said magisterially. ‘He won’t understand a word you
say. Only we in Lataifa know how to talk to him.’552
Here, we can see that Jabir is offering a “portrait” of the anthropologist to the villagers. At
the same time, we can observe that the anthropologist finds himself to be “objectified” by
Jabir’s words. Jabir introduces Ghosh first as an “Indian,” and, second, by providing a brief
description of his personality and habits, defining him as an atheist (‘Doesn’t pray’),
completely unaware of the Islamic religious traditions, (‘Doesn’t know a thing, doesn’t even
know our Lord.’), a fact that immediately provokes the scandalized reaction of the villagers
(‘Doesn’t know the Lord! Oh, the Saviour!’), and as an intellectual in the pejorative meaning
of the term (‘Reads books and asks questions all day long; doesn’t have any work to do.’)
Consequently, in the eyes of the Muslim Egyptian villagers, Ghosh represents a particular
paradigm of “Otherness,” that is represented by a ‘reluctant specimen of Hindu culture.’553 
Many of the dialogues Ghosh creates in In an Antique Land have, surprisingly,
himself as the “object” of discussion and observation, showing in its full potential how
exceedingly problematic the ethnographic practice and the participant-observation ideal can
be,554 and providing a reminder of some reflections on the discursive aspects of cultural
representation that Clifford elaborated on in the context of “reformed” ethnography.555 As we
saw in the previous scene, where the anthropologist is narrating and, at the same, being
narrated, Ghosh works in the direction of ‘specify[ing] the discourse of informants, as well
as that of the ethnographer, by staging dialogues or narrating interpersonal confrontations.’556
All these aspects make it possible to compare Ghosh’s work to a “reflexive” ethnography, in
which the ethnographer leaves his role of experienced and detached observer, ‘describing and
552 “Lataifa,’” in In an Antique Land, pp. 66-67.
553 Clifford, “Looking for Bomma,” p. 28.
554 See Clifford, “Introduction: Partial Truths,” in Clifford and Marcus (eds.), Writing Culture: The Poetics and
Politics of Ethnography (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1986), pp.1-26.
555 See Clifford, “Introduction,” in Writing Culture, p. 14. For more on “reformed” ethnography, see also this
work’s Chapter 2.
556 Ibid.
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interpreting custom,’557 to assume that of a character in a fiction, who is now ‘at centre
stage.’558 This type of reflexive ethnography illustrates how problematic the whole
ethnographic experience and the ideal of the participant-observation method can be. 
We can also consider some of the self-reflective observations that Ghosh develops in
the book. These fictions of dialogue between Ghosh and the Egyptian informants ultimately
have the effect of ‘transforming the cultural text [..] into a speaking subject, who sees as well
as is seen, who evades, argues, proves back.’559 As the rhetoric of experienced objectivity
“yields” to that of the autobiography, an important avenue can be opened for the emergence
of irony, especially in the form of the ironic self-portrait.560 We can catch a glimpse of this
type of ironic self-portrait in this description Ghosh provides of himself: 
For a long time afterwards, I remained a child in Jabir’s eyes.561
The problematic consequences created by the use of the participant-observation method in the
context of fieldwork research include all the risks implied by the development of an excessive
degree of proximity with the informants. One of these can be seen by the villagers  constant
interrogation of Ghosh with questions about his country, culture and religious traditions.
From the moment of his arrival in Lataifa, Ghosh is forced to rent a room in the house of
Abu-’Ali, a local villager who, despite having suffered an injury in early life, had managed to
benefit from his education and the contacts he made in Damanhour to open a shop of
government-subsidized goods.  Ghosh feels trapped in an unpleasant way by the proximity of
Abu-’Ali, but is driven nonetheless to be polite to the cumbersome man.
Everybody in the area knew of Abu-’Ali’s temper and most people did their best to avoid
him, so far as they could. As for me, I had no choice in the matter: by the time I had
learnt of Abu-’Ali’s reputation, I was already his lodger, and he, on his own initiative,
had assumed the role of surrogate father as well as landlord.562
Apart from Abu-’Ali himself, whose presence seems to oppress the anthropologist, the first
villager who appears to take particular advantage of Ghosh is Abu-’Ali’s younger cousin,
Jabir.
557 Ibid. 
558 Ibid. 
559 Ibid. 
560 Ibid.
561 “Lataifa,” in In An Antique Land, p. 65.
562 Ibid., p. 24. 
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Sometimes, when we were sitting in Abu-’Ali’s guest-room in the evenings, Jabir would
turn to me and ask questions like ‘What’s the name of the captain of the Algerian soccer
team?’ or ‘Who is the Rais of India? Isn’t Indira Gandhi?’ ‘The questions were entirely
rhetorical; he would answer them himself, and then, sighing with pleasure he would
glance at his uncle and exclaim: ‘Oh there’s so much to be learnt from television. It’s
lucky for us there is one next door.’563
The reversed gaze that the villagers, as local informants, direct towards the anthropologist is
particularly evident in the encounters Ghosh has with Ustaz Mustafa. More than a typical
informant, Ghosh introduces the teacher from Alexandria by giving a vivid description of his
personality, suggesting the author is trying to shape a real character around this figure:
At the time, I was still innocent of some of the finer distinctions between salaried people
and fellaheen but I could tell at once, from his starchy blue jallabeyya and white net
skull-cap, that Jabir’s uncle did not make his living from ploughing the land. Jabir’s
introduction made things clearer, for he added the word Ustaz, “Teacher”, to his uncle’s
name – a title usually given to men who had been educated in modern, rather than
traditional, forms of learning.564
Finally, we can find some parallels between this type of narrativized description Ghosh
provides of Ustaz Mustafa in In an Antique Land and the process through which, in the
context of “reformed” ethnography, social scientists have started blurring the boundaries
between the social sciences and the humanities, in a way that allowed forms of social
description to begin to make use of ‘key words drawn from the humanities, such as text,
story, and social drama.’565
5.6. Conclusions
In the course of this chapter, I have drawn on the representative strategies at the core of In an
Antique Land by focusing, in a particular way, on the dynamics of the dialogues between
Ghosh and the Egyptian villagers. Such analysis has allowed me to reveal how the
ethnographic practice at the centre of this text represents the people at its core in an
ambivalent position. I have suggested that, through the narration of the “total social fact” in
563 Ibid., p. 26.
564 Ibid., p. 45.
565 See Renato Rosaldo, “The Erosion of Classic Norms,” in Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social
Analysis (Boston: Beacon Press, 1989), p. 37.
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which the identity of Egypt as a modern nation emerges, both Ghosh as anthropologist and
the Egyptian informants appear to be alternating between active and passive positions, being
in turn “telling” and “told,” “speaking” and “spoken,” “narrated” and “narrating.”
Drawing on Bhabha’s566 reflections, I have suggested the possibility of questioning
these same mechanisms of circulation and narrative inversion that are intrinsic to the
ethnographic act – and can be seen at work in the ethnographic thread that crosses In an
Antique Land – in light of a broader reflection on the representative process at the core of the
modern nation and its construction. As Bhabha built on the work of Lévi-Strauss, the
ethnographic practice reflects in itself on a more easily explorable scale the same
mechanisms of circulation and narrative inversion that lie at the core of the representative
process of the nation-as-narration. It is ultimately in an inclusionary perspective of a more
complex movement of the signifier that the essentialist identities of the “imagined
communities”567 at the heart of the concept of the nation have left space for an ideological
displacement in which ‘the boundary that secures the cohesive limits of the [..] nation may
imperceptibly turn into a contentious internal liminality providing a place from which to
speak both of, and as, the minority, the exilic, the marginal and the emergent.’568
In this sense, I have sought to explain Ghosh’s movement in In an Antique Land
between history and anthropology according to a different interpretational perspective from
that elaborated by Viswanathan. I have proposed that Ghosh’s employment of a double
narrative thread in the context of this book can be read, more properly, in light of the author’s
intention of shaping the nation of Egypt and the people that lie at its core by employing a
complex process of identity-formation. This process involves both a “positive” and a
“negative” stage. Whereas the first “positive” process of identity-formation comes to be
realized in the historical narrative set in Medieval Egypt, the “negative” stage of such process
of identity formation crosses Ghosh’s anthropological narrative set in Modern Egypt, where
the nation, and the people at its core, come into being within the more uncertain, provisional,
and open-ended contours that relate to a performative dimension, where acts, gestures and
dialogues, taking place in the social spaces of the nation, become constitutive of cultural
identities. 
I suggest that, through this double movement of narration, Ghosh seeks to give
materiality to the “figure” of the people as this emerges in the narrative ambivalence of
566 See Bhabha, “Dissemination,” in The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994),  pp. 199-244.
567 For more on this topic, see Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and
Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983).
568 “Dissemination,” pp. 213-214.
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‘disjunctive times and meanings.’569 Whereas he can cross with more ease the first stage of
identity-formation of the nation through the reconstruction of a plausible historical narrative
around the lives of an Arab Jewish merchant and his Indian slave, he is forced to face a
“negative” stage when it comes to the narration of his fieldwork experience in Lataifa and
Nashawy in twentieth-century Egypt. This happens ultimately because, while the
reconstruction of the vast and submerged history of contacts that surrounded the Indian
Ocean trade in the twelfth century can be realized by Ghosh in the most detached and
objective fashion, that which attains to the dynamics of historical sedimentation, through the
inclusion of his personal ethnography in modern Egypt, is experienced by the author as the
“negative” stage of the signifying process of the nation. The articulation of Egypt as a
modern nation, as we have seen, passes through the performative dimension of the encounters
between Ghosh and the Egyptian villagers. 
569 For the use of this expression see Bhabha, “Dissemination,” p. 220.
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Chapter 6
Unveiling the Ideological Perimeter of Ryszard Kapu  ci   ski’s
The Shadow of the Sun
The Shadow of the Sun: My African Life570 provides a fragmented and scattered collection of
episodes from travels to Africa that Polish reporter Ryszard Kapu  ci   ski had undertaken over
more than four decades. These sketches range from accounts of the early days of
independence in Ghana in the late 1950s, in Uganda and Tanganyika in the early 1960s, to
the coup d’état in Nigeria in 1966, and up to the 1994 genocide in Rwanda. Kapu  ci   ski’s
book is a long reportage that narrates “at intermittence” the destiny of some African nations
from the eve of independence throughout the post-colonial civil wars that have damaged
them in succeeding decades up to the mid-1990s.
My interest in this chapter lies in attempting to produce a discursive understanding of
Kapu  ci   ski’s representation of Africa as this unfolds in The Shadow of the Sun.  I will
attempt to analyze how the author develops the representation of post-colonial Africa in a
way that partially operates within a still colonialist agenda – that is reproduces some of the
ideological and epistemological assumptions that have often been attributed to colonial
discourse – and partially in a way that seems to openly challenge it. 
 In pursuing these critical questions, I follow the important trail that S. Shankar blazed
in Textual Traffic571(2001) in the genre of the colonialist travel narrative, as well as the useful
critical perspective David Spurr developed in The Rhetoric of Empire572 (1993). While taking
on board the limited conceptual frameworks that Shankar’s and Spurr’s critical perspectives
have provided us with, I will be attempting to shed light on those aspects of The Shadow of
the Sun that intervene to complicate the attitude Kapu  ci   ski  develops towards the African
societies as both a European journalist and a travel writer. By taking into consideration
different critical aspects of the text, I will reflect on the extent to which it still belongs to the
ideological and epistemological perimeter Shankar outlined, by indicating, on the other hand,
570 Richard Kapuściński, The Shadow of the Sun: My African Life. tr. Klara Glowczswska (London: Penguin
Press, 2001).
571 See S. Shankar, Textual Traffic: Colonialism, Modernity and the Economy of the Text (New York: State
University of New York Press, 2001).
572 See David Spurr, The Rhetoric of Empire: Colonial Discourse in Journalism, Travel Writing, and Imperial
Administration (London: Duke University Press, 1993). 
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in which measure it appears to break it.573 In The Rhetoric of Empire Spurr highlighted the
role that journalism, and, especially, “literary” journalism, has played as an important genre
of transmission and consolidation of colonial discourse. By drawing, as a theoretical
framework, on Spurr’s rhetorical analysis of the tropes of colonial discourse,574 I will attempt
to illustrate how Kapu  ci   ski – as author and first person narrator of this travelogue – uses
some of the tropes of colonial discourse in portraying the African reality. 
One of the texts to which I will be referring often throughout this chapter is Joseph
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1902). The best-known work of fiction by the Polish-born,
English novelist, Heart of Darkness represents an exemplary text to which Spurr and Shankar
have referred in their critical interpretation as an important example of text where different
aspects of a colonialist vision of Africa are put into place. Whereas Shankar has used this text
critically, especially to provide an example of the circular and evaluative structure that
belongs to the colonialist travel account, Spurr has delved in to it to illustrate certain modes
and tropes of colonial discourse that Conrad employed and which have been reproduced and
circulated repeatedly in various literature on Africa. Conrad is, nonetheless, an author with
whom Kapuściński has often been associated, not only by virtue of their shared nationality.575
I will attempt to illustrate the analogy between the two texts by showing how they are
linked to the same “practical” context of African colonialism. Both contain references to a
certain type of European subjectivity embodied by the figure of the traveller, and both rely on
a certain type of perception of the continent that goes hand in hand with the production of a
stereotyped and conventional imagery of Africa that have been circulating in the West since
early literary colonialism.576
 I will be arguing that the portrayal of Africa Kapuściński shapes in his travelogue
appears to be mostly devoid of the dark tones belonging to the “heart-of-darkness”
mythology, as this has perpetrated a perception of Africa as  a ‘reality full of excesses and
573 For more on the colonialist travel narrative, see this work’s Chapter 2.
574 See Spurr, The Rhetoric of Empire. For Spurr, colonial discourse ‘does not simply reproduce an ideology or
a set of ideas that must be constantly be repeated. ’Instead, ‘it is rather a way of creating and responding to
reality that is infinitely adaptable in its function of preserving the basic structures of power,’ ibid.,
“Introduction,” p. 11. 
575 See, for example, the critical review of The Shadow of the Sun by John Ryle, “At Play in the Bush of Ghosts.
Tropical Baroque, African Reality and the Work of Ryszard Kapuściński,” The Times Literary Supplement
(27 July 2001). (Extended with post publication note, 2001 and 2007); Susan Williams, “Ways of Seeing
Africa,” Africa: The Journal of the International African Institute (2009), pp. vii-xiv. 
576 See Susan Wiliams, “Ways of Seeing Africa,” Africa: The Journal of the International African Institute,
(2009), pp. vii-xiv; see also Molefi Keti Asante, History of Africa: The Quest for Eternal Harmony, 2nd edn
(New York: Routledge, 2014). 
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savagery.’577 I will suggest that, although such aspects are not totally absent from his portrayal
of Africa, he appears to transcend them in the attempt of aestheticizing the African reality. By
employing the trope of aestheticization, he succeeds in including violence, suffering and
grotesque elements in his representation of the African reality in such a manner that avoids –
by way of aesthetic mediation – producing a reaction of shock in the reader. As Spurr
observed, although the ‘Third World continually provides what writers call “material” of a
special nature, [such as] the exotic, the grotesque, the bizarre and the elemental, [..] the
cultural and geographic distance of Third World reality makes it more susceptible to a kind of
aesthetic treatment, however imperfect and corrupt, than is the case with subjects closer to
home.’578
The analysis of some of the representational and rhetorical strategies Kapuściński
employs will allow me to re-examine questions of power-relations inherent to this particular
representative context. I will argue that he approaches the African reality, throughout the
travelogue, on the basis of two distinctive discursive approaches that are juxtaposed to each
other. According to the first, he reproduces a stereotypical image of the African continent that
has been perpetuated in a certain type of Western literary tradition that bears the imprints of
colonial discourse,579 by repeating some common Western preconceptions of the continent. At
other times, the author shows a more authentic effort to understand and come to terms with
the African reality in a way that appears to defy and openly challenge those conventional
ways of writing about the continent. 
In particular, I will show how the use Kapuściński as both author-and-traveller makes
of his dialogues with the local informants represents one of the most authentic and interesting
aspects of this text, which contains a clue to the possibility of re-defining the image of Africa
beyond traditional Western preconceptions. I will argue that dialogue also represents a
fracture within the colonialist epistemology that this text appears, for the most part, to
reproduce. Therefore, I will illustrate how, by inserting his dialogues with the African
informants into his text, Kapuściński is employing an important discursive operation that
brings to a challenge the “ethnographic vision”580 proper of the colonialist traveller who was
577 See Shankar, “Into Darkness and Out of It,” in Textual Traffic, pp. 77-117.
578 Spurr, “Aestheticization: Savage Beauties,” in The Rhetoric of Empire, p. 46.
579 David Spurr and S. Shankar have both referred, in their colonial discourse analysis, to the power of Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness in defining a certain “conventional” way of writing about Africa. See David Spurr,
“Introduction,” in The Rhetoric of Empire, pp. 10-11; S. Shankar, Textual Traffic: Colonialism, Modernity
and the Economy of the Text; see also Binyavanga Wainana, “How to Write About Africa,” Granta, Vol. 92
(Winter 2005); see also Y. Mudimbe, The Invention of Africa: Gnosis, Philosophy and the Order of
Knowledge (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988). 
580 The ethnographic vision is the epistemological attitude that Mary Louise Pratt, in her studies on travel
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brought to objectify the culture of “The Other.”
By interviewing and conversing, in the course of his travels, with African journalists,
politicians and ordinary residents, he gains something of an “insider’”s perspective on certain
aspects of post-colonial African cultures and societies, in a way that succeeds in partially
overthrowing the more conventional image of Africa that emerges in other sections of the
travelogue. If, as Spurr has argued, ‘the gaze upon which the journalist so faithfully relies [..]
by its nature excludes the journalist from the human reality constituted as the object of
observation,’581 I will explore how and to what extent the space Kapuściński leaves open to
his dialogues with the African people marks the authentic intention of superseding the
distance between him and “The Other” towards a more participatory narration of the cultural
process. 
As in the other chapters of this work, the discursive analysis of The Shadow of the
Sun is informed by Bakhtin’s theory of dialogue, and draws on the critical possibility of
“circulating” and interrogating in the post-colonial literary context the exploratory meanings
Bakhtin’s theory raises for the interpretation of the text.582 From this perspective, I will
illustrate how the use of dialogue in this text represents an important and complex discursive
operation that Kapuściński as author, traveller and narrator puts into place to challenge the
“ethnographic vision” that represented the epistemological attitude at the core of the
colonialist travel narrative.583 
 I will focus on a few cultural encounters – and the dialogues that stem from these – in
which the different cultural perspectives of the speakers can engage in mutual confrontation.
The first is the encounter that Kapuściński has in Accra, capital of Ghana, with the newly
appointed Minister for Education and Information, Kofi Baako, in 1958. The second is that
with African reporter, Kwesi Amu, in the “self-enclosed” town of Kumasi. After a gap of
more than thirty years, the third conversation is between Kapuściński and Shimelis Mazengia,
one of the ideologues of Mengistu’s regime, in a prison in Addis Ababa in 1994. Finally, I
will look at several scattered conversations that, shortly after the last encounter, Kapuściński
has at the Africa Hall in Addis Ababa, also in 1994, with the Vice-Director of the United
Nations Development programme. In the course of my analysis, I will attempt to illustrate
writing, has drawn from traditional ethnography and applied to colonial travel writing, signifying the former
a process of “Othering” by the writer/ethnographer which relied on a strong asymmetry of power between
the observer and the observed. For more on this topic, see this work’s Chapter  2.
581 See David Spurr, “Surveillance, Under Western Eyes,” in The Rhetoric of Empire, p. 13. 
582 For more on this topic, see this work’s Chapter 1.
583 For more on this topic, see this work’s Chapter 2.
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how each of these episodes provide interesting versions of the cultural encounter, where the
different world views of the speakers engage in mutual confrontation. 
Meanwhile, I will maintain that the dialogue between Kapuściński and Kofi Baako
allows the reader to gain an insider’s perspective on certain aspects of African colonial
education, and to get a glimpse of the rapid process of change of administration that followed
independence in Ghana – a change of guard that Kapuściński calls “Africanization.”584 By
illustrating how the structure of the social system of the clan works in traditional African
societies, as well as providing useful information on customs and superstitions still active
among some African tribes, the dialogue between Kapuściński and Kwesi Amu provides an
important source of information of how certain African tribes remained as untouched forms
of social and political organizations during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in those
areas where European colonialism failed to penetrate. In the context of more recent African
history, the conversation Kapuściński has with one of the members of Mengistu’s regime
proves enlightening in illustrating the situation of crisis and great upheaval that Ethiopia had
to face under the Derg. The centrality that occasional and adventitious encounters with the
local people play in the peculiar discovery and representation of Africa that takes shape in
The Shadow of the Sun is, however, an aspect of the account that the author has
acknowledged since its initial pages. In the prologue, he argued that: 
This is not so much a book about “Africa” but, rather, it is a book about some people
from there – about encounters with them, and time spent together.585
Throughout his journalistic career, he often prided himself on his personal contact with
ordinary people.586 As he wrote in the prologue, ‘I avoided official routes, palaces, important
personages, and high-level politics.’ ‘Instead,’ he commented, ‘I preferred to hitch rides on
passing trucks, wander with nomads through the desert, be the guest of peasants from the
tropical savannah.’587
In the second part of this chapter, I will turn to the reflective sections of The Shadow
of the Sun, arguing that these provide another important source of critical discussion. These, I
will indicate, prove exceptionally useful in defining the ideological stance Kapuściński
584 See “I, a White Man,” in The Shadow of the Sun, p. 35. 
585 Kapuściński, “Prologue,” in The Shadow of the Sun.
586 See also Ryle, “At Play in the Bush of Ghosts. Tropical Baroque, African Reality and the Work of Ryszard
Kapuściński,” Times Literary Supplement (27 July 2001). (Extended with post publication note, 2001 and
2007). Online at <http://www.richardwebster.net/johnryle.html>.
587 Kapuściński, “Prologue,” in The Shadow of the Sun.
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assumes vis-à-vis the African realities he encountered in the course of his travels. In the
context of these sections, I will discuss some of the views he offers on African history and
civilization, highlighting when these present contradictions and why. He attempts to provide
the reader with explanations of the state of underdevelopment in which the African nations
existed in the second half of the twentieth century, offering his understanding of such
conditions besides giving an overview of the state of transition that the African post-colonial
nations encountered with decolonization. From this perspective, he provides his personal
interpretation of the state of post-colonial identity crisis that many African nations
encountered, delving into the process of transition the African post-colonial nations faced
after independence as they had to abandon their “tribal” social structure in order to become
modern nation-states. I will attempt to illustrate how, in the sections of the text where
Kapuściński deals with African history and problems of African development,588 he again
appears to resort to some common preconceptions on Africa especially among Western
scholars and journalists. I will look at unravelling some of these issues by considering the
critical trajectory Walter Rodney offered in his seminal work on African history, How
Europe Underdeveloped Africa.589
6.1 The Traveller in The Shadow of the Sun: Kapu  ci   ski and Africa
In Textual Traffic, Shankar has provided us with a useful theoretical framework to analyze
works of colonial travel writing. First, he explained the colonialist travel narrative as a form
of textual economy centred on “ethnographic vision.”590 From a structural perspective, the
colonialist travel narrative has a circular structure as, ‘in its structuring of the journey as
circular, [it] assumes the unshakeable nature of the transcendental subjectivity of the
European (or metropolitan) traveller.’591
By looking at The Shadow of the Sun, we can attempt to explore with a similar critical
lens to that which Shankar applied to Heart of Darkness that of traveller. At first glance, we
could argue that Kapuściński’s text reproduces some of the structural characteristics Shankar
588 For more on the topic of African Development, see also Richard L. Sklar and C.S. Whitaker, African
Politics and Problems in Development (Boulder and London: Lynne Rienne Publishers, 1991); Emmanuel
Chukwudi Eze (ed.), Postcolonial African Philosophy: A Critical Reader (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell
Publishers, 1997); Pal Ahluwalia and Paul Nursey-Bray (eds.), Postcolonialism: Culture and Identity in
Africa (New York: Nova Science Publishers, 1997).
589 See Walter Rodney, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa (London: Bogle-Ouverture Publications, 1972).
590 See Shankar,Textual Traffic: Colonialism, Modernity and the Economy of the Text (New York: State
University of New York Press, 2001), especially Chapter 2: “Travel Narratives and Gulliver’s Travels,” pp.
49-73. 
591 Ibid., p. 89. 
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attributed to the colonialist travel account. It reflects the circular structure Shankar sees as
playing a specific role in the textual economy of the colonialist travel narrative.592 I n The
Shadow of the Sun, Kapuściński narrates his “African life”:
I lived in Africa for several years. I first went there in 1957. Then, over the next forty
years, I returned whenever the opportunity arose.593
The circularity of this travel account is guaranteed by the fact that, although it is a book about
Kapuściński’s “African life,” he always made his return back to Europe from his travels to
the African continent. We know from his biography594 that, early in his working life, after a
brief period working in India and Pakistan, he made Africa his principal subject of
investigation. In his mid-twenties, he was the only Polish reporter working for the Polish
press from Sub-Saharan Africa. From then on, he worked from the South of the Sahara for
the official Polish State News Agency over the course of over forty years, in the course of
which he gradually earned a reputation as an acute observer and reporter of the region. 
Some critics have argued that Kapuściński acquired a position of almost unchallenged
authority in his reportage on Africa,595 which, as well as The Shadow of the Sun (2001),
include The Emperor596(1978) and Another Day of Life597(1976). John Ryle argues that the
peculiar attitude Kapuściński assumed in his reports was due to having often been the only
witness of events and upheavals happening on African soil at times of severe conflict. In
Shah of Shahs598 Kapuściński was proud to have survived over twenty-seven coups and
revolutions, by driving along roads where ‘they say no white man can come back alive.’599
While we could agree with Ryle, we could however add that the authority and
freedom Kapuściński acquired in reporting on Africa is as problematic as his claim to a
subjective and independent status in interpretation about anything “African,” an attitude that
clearly emerges in The Shadow of the Sun. Commenting on Kapuściński’s method of factual
reportage, George Packer related his peculiar positionality as an observer of Africa to his
592 See this work’s Chapter 2.
593 See Kapuściński, “Prologue,” in The Shadow of the Sun, my emphasis. 
594 See Arthur Damoslawski, Ryszard Kapuściński: A Life (London: Verso, 2012). 
595 See Ryle, “At Play in the Bush of Ghosts”; Michela Wrong, “Kapuściński, more Magical than Real.”
596 See Kapuściński, The Emperor: Downfall of an Autocrat, [Caesar. Czytelnik, Warsaw, 1978] tr. William
Brand (London: Penguin Books, 2006). The book contains an analysis of the decline and fall of Haile
Selassie’s regime in Ethiopia.
597 See Kapuściński, Another Day of Life [Jeszcze dzien  zycia  1976] tr. William Brand (London: Penguin
Books, 2001).
598 See Ryle, “At Play in the Bush of Ghosts.”
599 See Kapuściński, The Soccer War (London: Granta Books, 1994).
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origins. Packer explained that, coming from Poland – an “Iron Curtain” country which has
itself been colonized for most of its modern history – Kapuściński could find a freedom of
writing about Africa that remained unknown to his Western counterparts, i.e. other European
reporters:
The improbability of Kapuściński’s career as an agency reporter from an Iron Curtain
country, lacking the money or the influence of his Western counterparts and writing in a
language hardly anyone outside Poland speaks, forced him to be more resourceful than
other reporters, and perhaps gave him the freedom to see Africa as something older,
deeper, and more vital than another theater of the Cold War.600
Critics like Packer have argued that, coming from Poland, Kapuściński has been able to write
about Africa as a “white” man but not as a representative of a Western power, a condition
that led them to ideologically associate his work to that of other writers from the historical
margins, such as his countryman Conrad or his contemporary Naipaul.601
Rendering areas of the African continent more accessible to the Western public,
Kapuściński’s writings have been appreciated especially by his Western audience. Admired
by those for whom Africa was a distant reality, making the remote areas of the continent
more accessible to the Western imagination, he has been regarded with more suspicion and
criticism by readers in Africa, especially by Africanist scholars and reporters. These have
welcomed the former’s reportages on Africa with less enthusiasm, often doubting the
adherence to fact and the exactness of his accounts, and lamenting his tendency of
generalizing about “Africa” and “Africans.”602 
The presence of historical inaccuracies and his inclination to refer to “Africans” as a
compact and collective “otherness” are not the only targets of criticism. As New Statesman
journalist Michela Wrong has argued, what has attracted the hostility of most of her African
friends and intellectuals towards Kapuściński’s work are his “glaring omissions” about
certain crucial, as well as uncomfortable, aspects of African history: apartheid, AIDS, and the
great power of The World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.603 According to
Wrong, he has remained for the most part shockingly silent about many of these ‘forces that
have shaped African history.’604
600 George Packer, “Eternal Africa,” The American Scholar, Vol. 70, Issue 3 (Summer 2001), p. 140.
601 Ibid.
602 Ibid. 
603 See Michela Wrong, “Kapuściński, More Magical than Real,” New Statesman (12 February 2007), pp. 22-
23.
604 Ibid. 
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On the other hand, critics have approached the factuality and reliability of many of
Kapuściński’s accounts of Africa from many different angles.605 In fact, although the author
presents this text unambiguously (not unlike his other works on Africa, such as The
Emperor606 o r Another Day of Life607) as “factual” reportage, many factors invite us to
consider it as a work of “literary” journalism. Literary journalism, as Spurr has explained,
‘combines an immediate historical interest with the complex layering of figurative
language,’608 rendering explainable the evocativeness, talent for lyrical phrasing and
philosophical aphorism that permeate the pages of this text, as well as the tendency of the
author to move away from the realm of factuality towards that of fantasy and symbol.609 As
Packer suggested, Kapuściński provides no supplementary sources to the information he
gathered in the course of his travels through Africa. Consequently, nothing that is narrated in
this travelogue can be really fact-checked.610 Towards the end of his travelogue, he tries to
legitimize his ambiguous attitude towards factual reportage by resorting to the “oral”
character of African history. He argues:
The kind of history known in Europe as scholarly and objective, can never rise here
because the African past has no documents or records, and each generation, listening to
the version being transmitted to it, changed it and continues to change it [..] As a result,
history, free from the weight of archives, of the constraints of dates and data, achieves
here its purest, crystalline form – that of myth.611
Kapuściński’s statement about the role of collective memory in African history and society
has been targeted by Ryle, who judged it to be ‘to say the least, under-informed.’612 Ryle
explains that Kapuściński’s argument is incorrect, as, he argues, ‘it is now well established
that oral history can be chronologically accurate and that traditional genealogies can be
precise.’613 Moreover, he adds, ‘Kapuściński’s account ignores more than a century of
scholarly research and the existence of hundreds of universities and libraries in African
605 On the doubts raised by the plausibility of Kapuściński’s travel accounts of Africa, see John Ryle’s, George
Packer’s, Michela Wrong’s reviews on The Shadow of the Sun previously cited.
606 See Kapuściński, The Emperor: Downfall of an Autocrat, tr. William Brand (London: Penguin Books, 2006).
607 See Kapuściński, Another Day of Life, tr. William Brand (London: Penguin Books, 2001).
608 See Spurr, “Introduction,” in The Rhetoric of Empire: Colonial Discourse in Journalism, Travel Writing and
Imperial Administration, p. 9. 
609 On the doubts raised by the plausibility of Kapuściński’s travel accounts on Africa, see John Ryle’s, George
Packer’s, Michela Wrong’s reviews of The Shadow of the Sun.
610 Ibid. 
611 “In the Shade of a Tree, in Africa,” in The Shadow of the Sun, pp. 317-318.
612 Ryle, “At Play in the Bush of Ghosts.”
613 Ibid.
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countries.’614
The ambiguous attitude Kapuściński seems to have displayed towards “factual”
reportage seems to have been fostered also, to some degree, by the presence of the writer
himself as a part of the narrative scene. This aspect – as Spurr has explained – is a factor that
greatly contributes, in works of literary journalism, to ‘concealing the most obvious effects of
ideology and suppressing the historical dimension of the interpretive categories’615 that the
writer himself brings into play in his interpretation of the surrounding reality. In a similar
vein, some critics have noted that Kapuściński, for most of The Shadow of the Sun, seems to
be ‘almost indifferent to geopolitics or any kind of politics,’616 his eye wandering away from
the main action, towards ‘a solitary man walking south from Eritrea to Ethiopia, looking for
his brother.’617
By stressing the figurative and symbolic character of Kapuściński’s representation of
Africa, Ryle has juxtaposed The Shadow of the Sun to Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1902),
arguing that the latter represents the background against which the former’s representation
has been informed. Ryle has provocatively argued that Kapuściński re-creates a “post-
Conradian” version of Africa, where he plays a contemporary version of one of the
protagonists of Conrad’s story:
In this post-Conradian version of Africa Kapu  ci   ski  is both character and author, a
contemporary equivalent of one of Conrad’s voyager-narrators; and he follows a similar
trajectory into the interior of the continent, to a place where, to use his earlier phrase,
“they say no white man can come back alive.”618
Ryle is not the only critic to have suggested that Kapuściński has developed narrative patterns
and images of Africa that have become familiar to a certain style of literature on the continent
since Heart of Darkness, a text that has assumed “canonical” status in providing a certain
mythology of Africa that has circulated and perpetuated itself.619
The so-called “heart of darkness” mythology is still ongoing at the beginning of the
twenty-first century. Susan Williams has suggested that this way of writing about Africa, that
614 Ibid. 
615 “Introduction,” in The Rhetoric of Empire, p. 9. 
616 See George Packer, “Eternal Africa,” The American Scholar, Vol. 70, Issue 3 (Summer 2001), p. 140.
617 Ibid. 
618 Ryle, “At Play in the Bush of Ghosts.”
619 For the role of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness in consolidating a certain view of Africa, see also Susan
Williams, “Ways of Seeing Africa”; David Spurr, The Rhetoric of Empire; S. Shankar, Textual Traffic:
Colonialism, Modernity and the Economy of the Text; Binyavanga Wainana: “How to Write About Africa,”
Granta, Vol. 92 (Winter 2005).
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was “given teeth” by the genius of Joseph Conrad and that presents Africa as a continent full
of excesses and inhumanity, has been circulating, especially in travel books and works of
fiction. As Williams has argued, even today, ‘the most common cliché about Africa is
failure.’620 The representation of Africa in The Shadow of the Sun appears, in my view, more
that of a visionary who projects an almost “primitivist romance”621 into African lives and
aestheticizes African reality rather than that of a traveller who, in line with the “heart of
darkness” mythology, perceives the reality of the continent in terms of inhumanity, barbarity
and despair. 
After the debate over conventional or stereotypical representations of Africa circulating
in Western literature initially sparked by Chinua Achebe in his criticism to Conrad’s “biased”
and racist representation of Africa in Heart of Darkness,622 Kenneth Binyavanga Wainana has
more recently provided us with an update of such a framework in his essay “How to Write
About Africa.”623 He ironically advises authors aspiring to write about Africa to make use of
certain tropes:
Always use the word ‘Africa’, or ‘Darkness’, or ‘Safari’ in your title. Subtitles may
include the words ‘Zanzibar’, ‘Masai’, ‘Zulu’, ‘Zambezi’, ‘Congo’, ‘Nile’, ‘Big’, ‘Sky’,
‘Shadow’, ‘Drum’, ‘Sun’, or ‘Bygone’. Also useful are words such as ‘Guerrillas’,
‘Timeless’, ‘Primordial’ and ‘Tribal’. [..] In your text, treat Africa as if it were one
country.624
We can find some of these tropes and assumptions in The Shadow of the Sun. For example,
although Kapuściński argues in the prologue that ‘Africa is too large a continent too describe,
[being] a veritable ocean, a separate planet, a varied immensely rich cosmos,’625 in other
passages he describes Africa as if it were a “compact” and homogeneous continent,
disregarding the physical, historical and cultural differences that separate Chad from Cape
town, the Tutsi from the Nuer, and applying a striking number of generalizations to “Africa”
620 Susan Williams, “Ways of Seeing Africa,” Africa: The Journal of the International African Institute (2009),
p. viii.Williams includes in the category of texts that perpetrate this type of image of Africa certain more
recent books such as Paul Theroux’s Dark Star Safari: Overland from Cairo to Cape Town (Boston, MA:
Houghton Mifflin, 2002), Ludo De Vitte’s The Assassination of Lumumba (London, Verso, 2001), Tim
Butcher’s Blood River: A Journey to Africa’s Broken Heart (London: Chatto & Windus, 2007), and
Butcher’s Chasing the Devil: The Search for Africa’s Fighting Spirit (London: Chatto & Windus, 2010).
621 See Ryle, “At Play in the Bush of Ghosts.” 
622 See Chinua Achebe, “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness,” Massachusetts Review,
Vol. 18 (1977); Frances B. Singh, “The Colonialist Bias of Heart of Darkness,” Conradiana, Vol. 10 (1978).
623 Wainana, “How to Write About Africa,” Granta, Vol. 92 (Winter 2005).
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and “Africans.”626
 We also find an echo of Wainana’s arguments in Kapuściński’s tendency to refer to
“Africans” as a “collective otherness,” disregarding the fact that Africa, as Williams argued,
‘is a continent with more than 2000 languages and cultures.’627 As Richard Dowden, director
of the Royal African Society, pointed out in Africa: Altered States, Ordinary Miracles,628 in
comparison with Africa, ‘Europe is homogenous, America monotonous. Who would dare
make generalizations about Asia based on Bangladesh? Or about Europe based on Greece?’629
Throughout the travelogue, Kapuściński seems to be trying to codify the cultural
differences between the African and the European man. For example, he opposes the
European conception of time to the African, stating that, while the European has a linear
conception of time – in accordance with a fast-moving society based on production – the
African has a circular conception of time – whose rhythms are determined by climate and
tradition. The African and European also appear to be often contrasted by way of their
distinct relationships with the surrounding environment: 
Among these palm trees and vines, in this bush and jungle, the white man is a sort of
outlandish and unseemly intruder. Pale, weak, his shirt drenched with sweat, his hair
pasted down on his head, he is continually tormented by thirst, and feels impotent,
melancholic. He is ever afraid: of mosquitoes, amoebas, scorpions, snakes – everything
that moves fills him with fear, terror, panic. [..] With their strength, grace, and
endurance, the indigenous move about naturally, freely, and at a tempo determined by
climate and tradition, somewhat languid, unhurried, knowing that one can never achieve
everything in life anyway, and besides, if one did, what would be left over for others?630
In another passage, Kapuściński counterposes the collectivist nature of African societies to
the individualistic nature of European and American societies:
Individualism is highly priced in Europe, and perhaps nowhere more so than in America,
in Africa, it is synonym with unhappiness, with being accursed. African tradition is
collectivist, for only in an harmonious group could one face the obstacles continually
thrown up by nature.631
626 See Ryle, “At Play in the Bush of Ghosts.”
627 See Williams, “Ways of Seeing Africa,” p. viii. 
628 See Richard Dowden, Africa: Altered States, Ordinary Miracles (London: Portobello, 2008).
629 Ibid., pp. 9-10.
630 “The Beginning, Collision, Ghana, 1958,” in The Shadow of the Sun, p. 5.
631 “I, A White Man,” in The Shadow of the Sun, p. 36.
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Throughout the travelogue, he makes other generalizations about the African people. He
argues that ‘Africans eat only once a day, in the evening,’ and ‘half the people in African
towns don’t have defined occupations,’or that, ‘in Africa drivers avoid travelling at night as
darkness unnerves them,’ and even that ‘in Africa, a cousin on your mother’s side is more
important than a husband.’632 As Ryle commented about these statements, ‘Some of these
things may be true of some people in some parts of Africa, sometimes. But none of them is
anything like a general truth about Africa – any more than comparable statements about Asia
or the Americas would be.’633
6.2 Kapuściński and the Tourist Gaze – The Aestheticization of African 
Reality
In The Rhetoric of Empire, Spurr provided us with a useful definition of the activity of the
reporter, arguing that:
Reporting begins with looking. Visual observation is the essence of the reporter’s
function as witness. But the gaze upon which the journalist so faithfully relies for
knowledge marks an exclusion as well as a privilege: the privilege of inspecting, of
examining, of looking at, by its nature excludes the journalist from the human reality
constituted as the object of observation.634
He effectively synthesizes the strong visual function of the activity of the reporter. He also
clarifies how the function is always marked and guided by exclusions of certain aspects of the
landscape that suggest that the reporter never really reproduces a spontaneous perception of
his surroundings, but rather, always moves in his representation from a “commanding view”
of them.
I n The Shadow of the Sun, we find a near testament to this strong visual quality
together with signs of the ability of the reporter to privilege some aspects of reality over
others which are overlooked or simply omitted.  First of all, we notice that Kapuściński-as-
reporter employs all of his senses to describe the African reality to the reader: as well as
sight, he makes extensive use of other senses such as smell and touch. Therefore, we could
argue that he associates Africa mostly with sensory stimulation: colours of sunsets, smells of
crowded market-places, the heat of everyday living. To illustrate this critical point, we could
632 These statements are made in Ryle's review “At Play in the Bush of Ghosts.”
633 Ibid. 
634 See Spurr,“Surveillance. Under Western Eyes,” in The Rhetoric of Empire, p. 13.
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turn to his description of his arrival at the Accra airport, in the early morning of an autumn
day in 1958. As soon as he steps onto African soil, he describes the impact the African
environment has on him and on his “Northern” sensitivity. He describes being hit by sudden
sunlight and incredible brightness, a condition that, while common in the tropics, was
unthinkable for him only one day before, when ‘an autumnal London was drenched in
rain.’635
John Urry has argued that the tourist generally directs his gaze spontaneously towards
a subject that is unusual, uncommon and not of his everyday life.636 In this regard, we could
observe that Kapuściński approaches the African environment in a manner that clearly
resembles this “tourist gaze.” The “tourist gaze” is generally directed towards visual elements
of the landscape or townscape that are unusual to the everyday life experience of the tourist,
and towards which the tourist comes to develop a greater sensitivity due to their
unusualness.637 In his first encounter with the African reality, Kapuściński acknowledges in
the environment and climate of the African landscape, something that is completely out of the
ordinary for him, a “Northerner” accustomed to the cold climate and grey colours of Europe,
which equate his experience of Africa with that of a “tourist.”
In his first journey to Africa, in 1957, he recalled being struck by the majestic nature
and immensity of the country, as much as by the smell of the tropics. He states that he
instantly came to recognize ‘its weight and sticky materiality.’638 
The smell [of the tropics] makes us at once aware that we are at that point on earth where
an exuberant and indefatigable nature labors, incessantly reproducing itself, spreading
and blooming, even as it sickens, disintegrates, festers and decays.639
For him, the smell of the tropics is similar to that of any object that has the ability to attract
and repel at the same time, much as a “sweating body,” a “drying fish,” or some “fresh
flowers.” He claims that:
This odor will reach us from nearby palm groves, will escape from the hot soil, will waft
635 “The Beginning: Collision, Ghana, 1958,” in The Shadow of the Sun, p. 3.
636 See John Urry and Jonas Larsen, The Tourist Gaze 3.0. (London and Los Angeles: Sage, 2011); see also
Charmaine McEachern, “From Surveillance to The Tourist Gaze,” in Pal Ahluwalia and Paul Nursey-Bray
(eds.), Postcolonialism: Culture and Identity in Africa (New York: Nova Science Publishers, 1997), pp. 136-
7.
637 For more on this topic, see also Charmaine McEachern, “From Surveillance to The Tourist Gaze,” in
Postcolonialism: Culture and Identity in Africa, pp. 136-7.
638 “The Beginning: Collision, Ghana, 1958” in The Shadow of the Sun, p. 3.
639 Ibid., p. 4.
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above stagnant city sewers. It will not leave us; it is integral to the tropics.640 
When in Ghana, he develops a particular curiosity towards the structural aspects of cities and
towns, and provides the reader with descriptions of their most striking visual elements. After
a week in Accra, he reflects on his experience:  
I’ve been here for a week. I am trying to get to know Accra. It is like an overgrown small
town that has reproduced itself many times over, crawled out of the bush, out of the
jungle, and come to a halt at the shores of Guinea.641
He is clearly affected by the visual quality of Accra’s architecture, when he writes:
Accra is a flat, single-storied, humble, though there are some buildings with two or more
floors. No sophisticated architecture, no excess of pomp.642
Paying particular attention in the description of the town’s buildings walls, he writes that
these are made of ‘ordinary plaster, pastel-colored [..] – pale yellow, pale green, [with]
numerous water stains. Fresh ones. After the rainy season, entire constellations of stains
appear, collages, mosaics, fantastical maps, flowery flourishes.’643 Let’s turn, now, briefly, to
this description of the African people that he offers at the beginning of the travelogue:
The locals [..] fit this landscape, these lights, these smells. [..] They are as one with them.
[..] Man and environment are bound in an indissoluble, complementary and harmonious
whole.644
As all these descriptions indicate to some extent, I suggest that Kapuściński often resorts to
the trope of aestheticization in his description of the African reality. In doing so, he appears
able, by using the artifice of aesthetic mediation, to draw attention away from the harshest
realities he experiences in the African continent. In this regard, we might also consider that
the original title of the travelogue, written in the Polish language, was Ebony,645 a title that
evokes the colour of African skin. As Spurr explained about this trope,646 the “aesthetic
640 Ibid., p. 5. 
641 Ibid.
642 Ibid.
643 Ibid., p. 5-6. 
644 Ibid., p. 5. 
645 For the first edition of The Shadow of the Sun in Polish, see Ryszard Kapuściński, Ebony (Warsaw:
Czytelnik, 1998).
646 David Spurr, “Aestheticization:  Savage Beauties,” in The Rhetoric of Empire, pp. 43-60.
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treatment” of a certain subject allows the reader to perceive the represented subject from a
certain distance. This mechanism allows material and images of an ‘exotic, bizarre, grotesque
or elemental nature’ to be perceived by the reader – or more generally by the consumer of the
cultural product – without the sense of danger implied in their actual “reality.”647 According
to Spurr:
The atavism of the Third World becomes the object of interest and attraction, as if it
offered an image of our more primitive being. Madness, revolution, barbarism, natural
disaster – all seem closer to the surface there, offering a constant source of pathos. But,
like Proust at his breakfast table, one can experience this pathos safely by virtue of an
aesthetic mediation whose transforming power increases with cultural distance.648  
As Spurr has suggested, when the picturesque and melodramatic are given prominence in a
representative context, they have the power to displace the historical dimension. Let’s
consider, for example, how this applies to the description that Kapuściński provides in 1994
of Monrovia, Liberia’s capital, during the First Liberian civil war (1989-1997), a bloodthirsty
conflict that resulted in the death of over 600,000 people and eventually led to the
involvement of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and of the
United Nations for its resolution. Driving through Monrovia, he describes the scenario of
death and destruction that he and his fellow travellers encounter:
We drove through the streets of Monrovia. On both sides jutted forth the black, charred
stumps of burned, demolished houses. Not much remains here of such destroyed
buildings, because everything – bricks, tin, and surviving beams included – will be
instantly dismantled and plundered. There are tens of thousands of people in the city who
have fled the bush, have no roof over their heads, and are just waiting for a bomb or a
grenade to strike a house.649
Shortly afterwards, he describes going with his friends John and Zado to a local hotel. Here,
once more, the author is able, drawing on the evocativeness and vibrancy of his prose, to
“transcend” the grotesque aspect of the situation he comes across:
Inside, in the artificial color twilight and hot stagnant air, stood prostitutes. To say that
the prostitutes “stood” does not begin to convey the situation. There were maybe a
647 Ibid., p. 46. 
648 Ibid, pp. 46-47. 
649 “The Cooling Hell,” in The Shadow of the Sun, p. 234.
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hundred girls in the small room, squeezed, jammed in, that one could scarcely push one’s
hand in, let alone enter.650
Having convinced the hotel’s owner of his trustworthiness – despite having no identity
documents – and having managed to book a room for the night, Kapuściński and his friends
go for a meal in a local restaurant. They are struck by a reality of poverty, dirt and sickness:
The restaurant was empty, a motionless fan flung hung from the ceiling, flies buzzed, one
beggar after another stopped in the door and held out his hand. More beggars crowded on
the other side of the dirty window, staring at our plates. Men in tatters, women on
crutches, children whose legs or arms had been blown off by land mines. Here, at this
table, over this plate, one didn’t know how to behave, what to do with oneself.651
To comment on this passage of the text, we could draw on Spurr’s argument about the power
of journalism of narrating and ordering reality in a way that aims at maintaining and
preserving the structures of power. Sitting in a restaurant in Monrovia in the middle of the
Liberian civil war, Kapuściński acts as though ‘the aesthetic stance itself is taken from within
a position of power and privilege: the power to perceive poverty as aesthetic value is a
privilege not granted to the poor.’652
6.3 The Shadow of the Sun: Raising Questions on African Development
Historians, critics and social analysts have often defined modernity as the prescribed telos of
development. In his critical reading on the colonialist travel narrative, Shankar provided us
with a definition of modernity in relation to the notion of civilized society which would be
useful for a better understanding of the specific type of representation of Africa that emerges
from Kapuściński’s travelogue. In Textual Traffic, Shankar equated the notion of modernity
to that of civilized society, arguing that modernity represents ‘the sign of the degree to which
societies can transform or have transformed the environments in which they live.’653 
If we can rely on this definition, we might be able to argue that the environments
Kapuściński comes across throughout his travels to Africa still bear the signs of
underdevelopment. Poor infrastructures, illiteracy, lack of technology, tribal structure of the
social communities, isolation, violence and destruction, are all realities that he encountered.
650 Ibid.
651 Ibid., p. 235.
652 David Spurr, “Aestheticization: Savage Beauties,” in The Rhetoric of Empire, p. 47, my emphasis.
653 See Shankar, “Into Darkness and Out of It,” in Textual Traffic, p. 114.
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All these signify to him the defining patterns of the gap that exists between the African
societies and the European and Western ones, which are “modern” and “civilized,” as
opposed to “tribal” and “backward.” On his bus trip to Kumasi – in Ghana’s interior –, he
reflects on the conditions of the local infrastructures: 
When the first cars were brought here, early in the twentieth century, they didn’t really
have anywhere to go. A paved road is something new in Africa, at most several decades
old. And in certain areas it still remains a rarity. Instead of roads, there were trails,
usually shared by people and cattle alike.654 
The structures of paths and trails – as opposed to that of paved roads – that cross the African
continent and that circumscribe the territory controlled by each tribe or kingdom, suggest the
state of isolation between social communities as another fundamental factor of African
underdevelopment. As he explains, ‘various clans, tribes and villages have their own paths,
which cross one another.’655 He attributes another cause of the continent’s underdevelopment
to the nomadic nature of the African societies. Historians and anthropologists have argued
that African societies were traditionally organized in small groups and tribes, which lived
scattered and apart from each other in an enormous continent, without communication among
them. As Kapuściński writes:
For the most part information, knowledge, technological innovation, goods,
commodities, and the experiences of others did not penetrate here, could not find a way
in. Exchange as a means of participating in world culture did not exist. If it appeared, it
did so only accidentally, as a rare event, an exception. And, without the exchange there is
no progress.656
Outlining such characteristics of the African environment and patterns of the African social
structure represents a way for him to provide reasons for the state of arrest, stagnation and
underdevelopment in which the African civil and political societies existed in the second part
of the twentieth century. Decolonization proved to be a problematic process for most African
nations, as they were faced with the absolute necessity of radically altering their social, civic
and political structure at the same time. He attempts to provide the reader with an explanation
of the state of transition the African countries faced after independence, as this passage
654 “The Road to Kumasi,” in The Shadow of the Sun, p. 17.
655 Ibid. 
656 Ibid., p. 19. 
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suggests: 
The chance for liberty appeared, yes, but liberty with a proviso: that yesterday’s
opponents and enemies form one nation and become its joint managers, patriots and
defenders.657
In his travels, Kapuściński follows the “wave” of independence starting with Ghana in 1958.
In 1960, he is in Uganda to report on the ceremonies of independence that took place in its
capital, Kampala, in early October. In the style of his reflective reportage, he alternates the
description of the ceremonies with a brief social and historical analysis of the condition of the
newly independent African nation:
Kampala was readying for celebration. In several days, on October 9, Uganda was to
receive its independence. [..] The complicated deals and manoeuvres continued up to the
very last minute. Everything about the internal politics of Africa’s states is intricate and
entangled. This stems directly from the fact that European colonialists, dividing Africa
among themselves under Bismarck’s leadership during the Berlin conference, crammed
the approximately ten thousand kingdoms, federations, and stateless but independent
tribal associations that existed on this continent in the middle of the nineteenth century
within the borders of barely forty colonies. Meantime, many of these kingdoms and tribal
groups shared a long history of conflict and wars. And here, without being asked their
opinion on the matter, they suddenly found themselves within one and the same colony,
subject to the same (and foreign) authority, the same laws.658
In this passage, he expresses his concerns about the uncertainty that Uganda, as well as the
other newly independent African nations, were to face after independence. Kapuściński
repeatedly insists that the lack of national cohesiveness internal to the African nations was a
very disadvantageous factor in their development both in correspondence to the period of
European colonization as well as throughout the post-colonial period. African kingdoms and
tribal groups, he observes, were traditionally divided and hostile to each other, but suddenly
‘found themselves within the same colony’659 when European colonial rule officially started,
after the Berlin West Africa Conference (1884-1885). After the African nations gained their
independence in the second part of the twentieth century, the lack of internal cohesiveness
would have again represented a great obstacle in their transition to modern and independent
657 “The Cobra’s Heart,” in The Shadow of the Sun, pp. 50-51.
658 “The Cobra’s Heart,” in The Shadow of the Sun, p. 50.
659 Ibid. 
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nation-states. Reflecting on the future of the postcolonial African nations, he points out that: 
Now, with decolonization, the old interethnic relationships, which European rule only
froze or simply ignored, suddenly sprang back to life and were becoming relevant again.
The chance for liberty appeared, yes, but liberty with a proviso: that yesterday’s
opponents and enemies form one nation and become its joint managers, patriots and
defenders.660 
The scenario he envisages for the future of the independent African nations is not rosy: with
decolonization, in fact, the ‘old inter-ethnic relationships’ that European rulers suppressed
under the political administration of one and the same colony would have suddenly ‘sprung
back to life.’661 At the crucial historical conjunction of decolonization, he establishes a false
dichotomy between modernity and indigenous traditions as suggested in this passage:
The circumstance under which the leap to the kingdom of liberty was to be accomplished
presented many Africans with a difficult choice. Colliding within them were two sets of
considerations, two loyalties, in painful, almost insoluble conflict. On the one hand lay
the deeply encoded remembrance of the history of one’s clan and people, of the allies
one could turn in times of need and of the enemies one had to despise, and on the other
hand was the awareness that one was supposed to be entering the community of
independent, modern societies, a precondition of which was the renunciation of all ethnic
egoism and blindness.662
In voicing his critical perspective on the conditions the African nations faced at the end of
European colonialism, it seems feasible to argue that Kapuściński resorts to the phenomenon
that, in common journalistic settings, goes under the term tribalism. As Rodney explained in
How Europe Underdeveloped Africa:
One of the most important manifestations of historical arrest and stagnation in colonial
Africa is that which commonly goes under the title of “tribalism.” That term, in its
common journalistic setting, is understood to mean that Africans have a basic loyalty to
tribe rather than nation and that each tribe still retains a fundamental hostility towards its
neighboring tribes. The examples favored by the capitalist press and bourgeois
scholarship are those of Congo and Nigeria. Their accounts suggest that Europeans tried
to make a nation out of the Congolese and Nigerian peoples, but they failed, because the
660 “The Cobra’s Heart,” in The Shadow of the Sun, pp. 50-51.
661 Ibid. 
662 Ibid., p. 151.  
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various tribes had their age-long hatreds; and, as soon as the colonial power went, the
natives returned killing each other.663
Tribalism is the social reality by which ‘each tribe retains a fundamental hostility towards its
neighboring tribes.’664 In The Shadow of the Sun, Kapuściński projects his concerns over the
future of the post-colonial African nations, arguing that, becoming relevant again after the
end of colonialism, this internal hostility between tribes would have impeded the construction
of a solid nation.   
However, Rodney provided us with a more nuanced and unbiased explanation of the
state of underdevelopment to that offered by Kapuściński in the reflective sections of this
travelogue. Turning to Rodney’s critical perspective could also prove useful to move beyond
the dichotomy Kapuściński sets up when envisaging the future of the post-colonial African
nations, between, on the one hand, “modernity,” “freedom,” “independence,” “national
cohesiveness”, and, on the other, “indigenous traditions,” “tribal social structures,” and
“ethnic boundaries.”
Rodney has provided us with a different overview of the social structure of the
African nations, both at the time of their official colonial domination by European powers –
between the Berlin West Africa Conference (1884-85) and the second part of the twentieth
century – and with decolonization. In particular, he critiques the critical perspectives on
Africa, which draw on the notion of tribe to explain the nature of social organization in
Africa. The term tribe,665 he explains, has often been invested by Western scholars and
journalists with derogatory connotations or been employed with excessive vagueness in the
literature on Africa. He particularly highlighted that, even if journalists got it right in tracing
their perspective on colonial Africa by stressing the struggle European rulers encountered in
making a nation out of the African tribes, tribalism must not be read in such simplistic terms.
When European colonialism took place in Africa at the end of the nineteenth century, the
social ties purely based on ethnicity had already been surpassed, and were gradually giving
way to other forms of social organization that placed greater emphasis on political
cohesiveness. As Rodney explains about the nature of the African states when European
colonialism erupted:
663 Rodney, “Colonialism as a System for Underdeveloping Africa,” in How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, p.
227.
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665 Rodney defines the tribe as a basic form of social organization in Africa. He argues: ‘Theoretically, the tribe
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[The] African states were sometimes based entirely on part of the members of a given
ethnic group or (more usually) on an amalgamation of members of different ethnic
communities. [..] All of the large states of nineteenth-century Africa were multi-ethnic,
and their expansion was continually making something like “tribal” loyalty a thing of the
past, by substituting in its place national and class ties.666
His analysis of the African social structure suggests that, when the official colonization of
Africa started, the African nation, together with the formation of class ties, was in reality
already in the process of a slow formation, and that the purely ethnic social ties connected to
the tribe were already obsolete.  However, the process of formation of the nation – which in
all regions of the world has been ‘a lengthy historical process’ – was brusquely interrupted by
the advent of European colonization:
Colonialism blocked the further evolution of national solidarity because it destroyed the
particular Asian or African states which were the principal agents for achieving the
liquidation of fragmented loyalties.667
In conclusion, Rodney’s social analysis shows us how the process of constitution of the
African nation was a complex process that was greatly delayed by the advent of European
colonialism, rather than an intrinsic “feature” of the African social structure that marked the
latter’s underdeveloped state in comparison to the European one, an assumption that emerges
from Kapuściński’s reflections. Thus, his reflections on such issues of African development
prove also to be within the range of under-informed, if not openly “biased,” perceptions of
the African reality that abound in The Shadow of the Sun.    
Another assumption is the belief that, once independent from European colonial rule,
Africans would have returned to the pre-colonial state of their social organization where
internal rivalries and hostilities between social communities would have impeded the
construction of a solid civil society. At the eve of independence, Kapuściński argues, the
African nations were to face freedom, indeed, but such freedom came with its own
boundaries and conditions: 
The circumstances under which the leap to the kingdom of liberty was to be
accomplished presented many Africans with a difficult choice. Colliding within them
where two sets of considerations, two loyalties, in painful, almost insanable conflict. On
666 “Colonialism as a System for Underdeveloping Africa,” p. 228. 
667 Ibid. 
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the one hand lay the deeply encoded remembrance of the history of one’s clan and
people, of the allies one could turn to in times of need and of the enemies one had to
despise, and on the other was the awareness that one was supposed to be entering the
community of independent, modern societies, a precondition of which was the
renunciation of all ethnic egoism and blindness.668
To comment on this passage of The Shadow of the Sun, we could draw on another useful
argument from Rodney. Here, he pointed out another Western attitude shared by scholars and
journalists working in the Third World. He explains such attitudes by coining the notion of
atavism: ‘Europeans often attach the word “atavism” to carry the notion that Africans were
returning to their primitive savagery.’669 In reality, he suggests, ‘even a cursory survey of the
African past shows that such assertions are the exact opposite of the truth.’670
6.4 Kapuściński and the local informants: gaining insiders’ perspectives 
on Africa
Kapuściński stresses the importance played by the personal encounters with the African
people in shaping the peculiar representation of Africa throughout the book. In the prologue,
he maintains that, rather than being about “Africa,” this is a book ‘about people from there –
about encounters with them, and time spent together.’671 The space he leaves open to the
narration of his often fortuitous encounters with the local people – from ministers to peasants,
political prisoners to immigrants – represents one of the most valuable and authentic aspects
of this text. I use the word “authentic” to illustrate how the conversations with the local
informants represent the occasions where cross-cultural exchange can take place.
Kapuściński includes these in the text either by employing dialogues or the less embellished
literary technique of transcribed speeches. They also represent some of the rare occasions
where he, by way of gaining an insider’s perspective on a variety of Africa’s cultural
processes, can openly challenge the preconceptions and assumptions he has inherited from
the tradition of colonial discourse. 
I will proceed chronologically, throughout this section of the chapter, in considering
the encounters that Kapuściński has throughout his travels to Africa by drawing particular
668 “The Cobra’s Heart,” in The Shadow of the Sun, p. 51.
669 Rodney, “Colonialism as a System for Underdeveloping Africa,” in How Europe Underdeveloped Africa,
pp. 227.
670 Ibid.
671 “Prologue,” in The Shadow of the Sun. 
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attention to the dialogues that stem from such encounters. While the first two encounters take
place in Ghana on the eve of the country’s achievement of independence, the other two
episodes occur after a gap of more than thirty years in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia’s capital, in the
early 1990s, shortly after Haile Mengistu’s military regime had fallen. 
I will start with the lengthy dialogue Kapuściński has in Accra in 1958 with the
minister of Education and Information, Kofi Baako. I consider this dialogue to be of special
relevance as it documents the process of change of administration that followed the end of
European colonial rule in many African nations, and, thus, signifies some of the issues
surrounding it. The state of transition to the “local” administration that many postcolonial
African nations had to face after independence – a change of guard called “Africanization” –
was a process that had its own contradictions and difficulties. This dialogue sheds light on
some of them. ‘At thirty-two [Kofi Baako] is the youngest minister in Ghana, in the entire
British Commonwealth, and he has already had his portfolio for three years now.’672 Baako
receives Kapuściński in his office, in the ministry building in Accra, a place where ‘the
hierarchy of positions is reflected in the ladder of floors.’673 Finding his way to the ministry
building in Accra, ‘set amid a growth of royal palms,’674 Kapuściński is struck by the lack of
security that surrounds the new ministry building. ‘The way is open,’675– he recalls – ‘with no
policemen, no secretaries nor doors. I draw aside a patterned curtain and enter[ed].’676 After
Kofi Baako greeted Kapuściński and asked him where he came from, he asks Baako to tell
him his life story:
I wanted him to tell me about himself, about his life. Baako enjoys great prestige among
the young. They like him for being a good athlete. He plays soccer, cricket, and is
Ghana’s Ping-Pong champion.677
Baako comes across as a fresh, enthusiastic and animated minister. He is part of Kwame
Nkrumah’s entourage – Ghana’s first independent prime minister –. From the conversation
Kapuściński is able to capture the excitement of the African people at the change of
administration in Ghana, at a time when expectations for the nation’s future were high. At the
same time, he sketches a picture of the abruptness of this process. Besides portraying the
672 “The Beginning: Collision, Ghana, 1958,” in The Shadow of the Sun, p. 8.
673 Ibid.
674 Ibid., p. 7.
675 Ibid., p. 8. 
676 Ibid.
677 Ibid., p. 9.
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initial enthusiasm that followed independence, Kapuściński provides a less optimistic outlook
on the future of the post-colonial nation: 
People felt a remoteness from the white administration. But now these are their own
people, they don’t have to feel inhibited. It’s my government, so it must help me. If it’s
to help me, it has to know the situation. For it to know, I have to come and explain. It’s
best that I do this on my own, in person and direct.678
By relating Baako’s story, he also reveals something of African colonial education. Like
Kwame Nkrumah, who was to rise from First Minister to First President of independent
Ghana679 – Baako’s life history reflects the educational opportunities some privileged
Africans had during the colonial period. Baako had pursued some of his studies in England
and the rest at a formal colonial institution in Cape Coast. 
I n How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, Rodney explained the pros and cons of
colonial education in Africa. He highlighted how it was one of the great sources of the
contradictory phenomenon known as “development by contradiction.”680 As he explains,
colonial education was introduced by the European colonizers as a formal set of educational
institutions which partially supplemented and partially replaced those that where there in the
pre-colonial period.681 Indigenous African education, imparted through informal means, was
of great relevance to Africans as it reflected the reality of pre-colonial African society, and
the need to understand, adapt and relate to the surrounding environment. Pre-colonial African
education had close links with social life, a collective nature, and was developed in childhood
‘in conformity with the successive stages of physical, emotional, and mental development of
the child.’682 Being handed down from the elders to the youngest in society, pre-colonial
education had an informal character. Rodney adds that in pre-colonial African society there
was no separation between manual and intellectual education, nor between education and
productive activity.683 
In marked contrast, the colonizing powers imparted a type of education to Africans that
was not of great relevance to them. Colonial education did not teach Africans the means to
678 Ibid., p. 8. 
679 Kwame Nkrumah (1909-1972) studied at Lincoln University in Pennsylvania between 1939 and 1942.
There, he came into contact with the teachings of Marcus Garvey, Martin Luther King Jr. and the naturalized
Ghanian scholar W.E.B Du Bois. When elected President of independent Ghana on 27 April 1960, Nkrumah
became the first political figure to introduce and promote Pan-Africanism in an African nation. 
680 “Colonialism as a System for Underdeveloping Africa,” p. 261. 
681 Ibid., p. 240. 
682 Ibid., p. 239. 
683 Ibid.
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make use of the material sources of their environment, nor did it strengthen or celebrate any
form or aspect of African identity. Indeed, European colonial powers in Africa promoted a
formal educational system that sought to ‘instill a sense of deference towards all that was
European and capitalist.’684 Its pedagogical and ideological content was such as to serve the
interests of Europe rather than Africa. The main purpose of the colonial school system was
‘to train Africans to help run the local administration at the lowest ranks and to staff the
private capitalist firms owned by Europeans.’685 Rodney explains that the colonizing powers
sought to make use of the élite of the colonially educated Africans for the purpose of delaying
or “hijacking” the African revolution. Thus, the colonizing powers turned to select those few
Africans meant to participate in the ‘domination and exploitation of the continent as a
whole.’686 In other words, 
Colonial schooling was education for subordination, exploitation, the creation of mental
confusion, and the development of underdevelopment.687
We can get a glimpse of the immanent “Eurocentricity” of African colonial education by
considering the selection of books Baako had piled up on the cabinet of his ministerial office.
These hardly include anything “African” at all, but provide a miscellany of British and
American cultural heritage: Hemingway, Lincoln, Koestler, Orwell, The American
Dictionary and The Encyclopaedia Britannica.688 To satisfy Kapuściński’s curiosity, the
minister goes through the story of his life and educational journey. Baako’s education reflects
the itinerary that had brought the few, privileged educated Africans to clash with the colonial
structure and to call for social change and independence in their own countries.  
Kofi Baako himself first went to school at three. His father was a teacher and liked being
able to keep his eye on his children. When he finished elementary school, he was sent for
high school to Cape Coast. He became a teacher, and then a civil servant. At the end of
1947, Nkrumah had returned to Ghana having finished university studies in America and
England. Baako listened to his speeches, which spoke of independence. Then Baako
wrote an article, “My Hatred of Imperialism”. He was fired from his job. He was
blacklisted, and no one would employ him. He hung around the city, eventually meeting
Nkrumah, who entrusted him with the position of editor in chief of the Cape Coast Daily
684 Ibid., pp.  240-241. 
685 Ibid. 
686 Ibid, p. 240.
687 Ibid., p. 241.
688 See “The Beginning: Collision, Ghana, 1958,” in The Shadow of the Sun,  p. 10.
164
Mail. Kofi was twenty years old.689
The story of Baako and transformational friendship with Nkrumah reflects well the role
education played as a powerful factor of transformation in many African nations in the
aftermath of the Second World War. As Rodney attested, both formal and informal education
represented powerful forces ‘which transformed the situation in postwar Africa in such a way
as to bring political independence.’690 He highlighted this role by claiming: 
If there is anything glorious about the history of African colonial education, it lies not in
the crumbs which were dropped by European exploiters, but in the tremendous vigor
displayed by Africans in mastering the principles of the system that had mastered
them.691
Overall, Rodney’s analysis has shown that the initiatives the European colonialists took in
Africa with regards to the sphere of education produced results that were “antagonistic” to
some of the general purposes of colonial exploitation.692 Although Africans initially viewed
schooling and colonial education with indifference, or even with suspicion, it soon became
clear to them that schooling was one of the few avenues for advancement693 within colonial
society. The Gold Coast , the location of these conversations,694 was a colony that granted
relatively high standards of social services to Africans. Rodney estimates that in the Gold
Coast the expenditure for social services was around 7 shillings and 4 pence695 per person, a
figure that was quite high by colonial standards. 
In conclusion, Baako’s life story provides a good example of the transformative
power education exercised in Africa throughout the colonial period. Kapuściński’s narration
also shows the importance that Baako’s encounter with Nkrumah and Pan-Africanism played
in inspiring him to join the struggle for Ghanian independence. When Kapuściński met the
minister, Baako was addressing new and broader issues for the future of the nation, including
the ambitious project of abolishing illiteracy from the country within fifteen years.  As Baako
comments, ‘only thirty percent of the people in Ghana [could] read and write.’696 
689 Ibid.
690 “Colonialism as a System for Underdeveloping Africa,” pp. 262-263. 
691 Ibid.
692 Ibid., p. 263. 
693 Ibid.
694 The Gold Coast declared independence from the United Kingdom on 6 March 1957 establishing the nation
of Ghana. 
695 “Colonialism as a System for Underdeveloping Africa,” p. 206. 
696 “The Beginning: Collision, Ghana, 1958,” in The Shadow of the Sun,  p. 11.
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Kapuściński describes the encounter he has with Kwesi Amu in the same year, 1958, in
the smaller and “self-enclosed” town of Kumasi, as having a similar haphazardness to his
meeting with Baako. He meets Amu completely by chance, as he was strolling around town
in the morning and had just bought a copy of the local newspaper – the Ashanti Pioneer.
After a lengthy search, he finally find its editorial offices:
In a small, shabby room, with a strange mix of odours, overly ripe mango and printer’s
ink, I was greeted effusively by a cheerful, corpulent man, Kwesi Amu. “I am also a
reporter!” he exclaimed by means of introduction, and as though he had been waiting for
this visit for who knows how long.697
I suggest that this more informal encounter is particularly useful as it provides evidence of
how certain forms of praxis – such as the social organization of the clan, the cult of the
ancestors and witchcraft – resisted, untouched throughout the colonial period, in certain areas
where European colonialism failed to penetrate. In the description of his encounter with
Amu, we can also get a glimpse of the cultural “code” that surrounds the ritual of African
greetings:  
The course and temperature of the first greeting are of utmost significance to the ultimate
fate of a relationship, which is why people here set much more store by the way they
salute each other. It is essential to exhibit from the very beginning, from the very first
second, enormous, primal joy and geniality. So, for starters, one extends one’s hand. But
not in a formal manner, reticently, limply: just the opposite – a large, vigorous gesture, as
if one’s intention were not so much to offer one’s hand as to tear the other’s off. 698
After they had greeted each other according to a ‘raucous and cheerful ritual,’699 Kapuściński
asks Amu to explain how the structure of the clan works in traditional African societies. Amu
refers to the Ashanti Kingdom, an ancient social kingdom that resisted British colonialism by
being hidden in a remote area of the Ghanaian hinterland. As such, it maintained most aspects
of its original culture and belief systems, almost unaltered, throughout the period of European
colonialism. Kwesi gives a detailed explanation, illustrating the role the chief plays in this
traditional form of social and political organization:
The clan chief has a function of the utmost significance. The central element of the
697 “The Structure of the Clan,” in The Shadow of the Sun, p. 29.
698 Ibid.
699 Ibid., p. 30. 
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Ashanti faith is the cult of the ancestors. The clan comprises a great number of
individuals, but we can see and meet only a small percentage of them – those that live on
earth. The others – the majority – are ancestors who have partially departed – though in
reality they still participate in our lives. They look at us, observe our behavior. They are
everywhere, they see everything. They can help us, but they can also punish us. Bestow
happiness upon us, or bring about our rumination. They decide everything. This is why
maintaining good relations with the ancestors is a precondition for the welfare of the
whole clan and of each and every one of us. And it is the chief who is responsible for the
quality and closeness of these relations.700
By explaining the role of the chief Kwesi helps us to get an understanding of this deeply
religious form of social organization. When asked by Kapuściński for details about
witchcraft, another powerful institution diffused in traditional African societies, Kwesi states
that:
Not everyone believes in it anymore [..] but a lot of people still do. Many are simply
afraid of not believing. My grandmother thinks that witches exist and meet at night on
tall solitary trees standing in the fields.701
Travelling to Ethiopia in the early 1990s, Kapuściński visits the Central Prison in Addis
Ababa. Here, he makes the acquaintance of some members of the Derg, the committee of
officers who ran the country under Mengistu’s leadership.702 These became political prisoners
when the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front took control of the country in
May 1991. The conversation with Shimelis Mezengia – a former member of the Political
Bureau and an ideologue of Mengistu’s703 regime – provides a useful cross-section of the
crisis and great upheaval Ethiopia had to face under the Derg. A s Kapuściński reports,
Mazengia’s eyes were full of “fear” and “anxiety” at his visit. Magenzia talks about
Mengistu’s departure from the country. He declares that ‘Mengistu’s flight was a shock to
them all, that is, to the commander’s closest entourage.’704 He provides Kapuściński with a
portrait of the dictator, stating that ‘[Mengistu] was uninterested in material goods, only
700 Ibid., p. 32.
701 Ibid., p. 34. 
702 Mengistu’s leadership of Ethiopia lasted between 1974 and 1991. In 1991, the dictator was forced to leave
for Zimbabwe. Under his dictatorship, Ethiopia went through a period of tragic upheaval, including the
period of Ethiopian Red Terror (1977-78), during which Amnesty International estimates that around
500.000 people were killed. 
703 “Rising in the Darkness,” in The Shadow of the Sun,  p. 222.
704 Ibid. 
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[interested] in absolute power.’705 When asked how he judged his own participation in the
highest ranks of the bloodthirsty fallen regime, we are told by Kapuściński that Magenzia
‘answered philosophically, [saying that] history is an intricate process. It errs, advances and
retreats, searches here, there, and sometimes gets trapped in a dead end.’706 Finally, at Africa
Hall,707 the permanent site of the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa,
Kapuściński has an interesting conversation with the Vice-Director of the United Nations
Development Programme, Babashola Chinsman. This dialogue raises important critical
questions about developmental issues African nations had to face at the end of the twentieth
century. As a member of a Third World Nation occupying a seat in an international
organization such as the UN, Chinsman is a representative of a new “global” class. As such,
he presents his “grasp” on the eternal subject of Africa’s poverty and famine:
The problem is larger, worldwide. One hundred and fifty poorly developed countries are
leaning on twenty-five developed ones, in which, moreover, there is recession and a
stagnant population growth. 708
This highlights some of the developmental difficulties many African nations still had to face
on the eve of the twenty-first century. As Chinsman explains:
It is important to promote regional development in Africa. Unfortunately, the obstacle is
backward infrastructure: unsatisfactory means of distribution, bad roads, insufficient
trucks and buses, a poor public transportation system.709
6.5 Conclusions. The Shadow of the Sun: Beyond the Ideological 
Perimeter of a Colonial Modernity?
In the course of this chapter, I have attempted to develop an analysis of Kapuściński’s
travelogue, The Shadow of the Sun, by drawing attention to both discursive as well as
thematic aspects of this work.  On the one hand, I have tried to illustrate how it still belongs
to a colonialist epistemology, in that it appears to reflect some of the structural and
epistemological features that belong to the colonialist travel account.710 This, as we have seen,
705 Ibid.
706 Ibid. 
707 The Africa Hall in Addis Ababa is the permanent site of the United Nations Economic Commission for
Africa (UNECFA). It was built in 1961 during Haile Selassie’s regime. 
708 “Rising in the Darkness,” p. 226. 
709 Ibid. 
710 For more on the colonialist travel narrative, see this work’s Chapter II, pp. 50-55. 
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implies that the European subjectivity of the traveller remains positioned ‘outside and above
the colonial scene being observed,’711 and therefore untouched in her transcendental712
constitution. 
On the other hand, I have argued that, from an epistemological perspective, the space
that Kapuściński leaves open to his dialogues with the local informants represents an
important discursive operation that he puts into place, and an important fracture within the
colonialist epistemology that this text seems, for the most part, to perpetrate. 
Consequently, I conclude that Kapuściński, as traveller and narrator, appears to
conform mainly to a colonialist epistemology. The adjustment he makes to a colonialist
epistemology is evident – aside from his peculiar method of factual reportage on Africa,
which has often been at the centre of criticism713 – in specific themes and motifs. Such
themes bear similarities with those European clichés and preconceptions that have circulated
on Africa since early literary colonialism. Such ideas and preconceptions about Africa have
been at the centre of critical debates since Achebe attacked the biased and racist message of
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. Since then, the “heart-of-darkness” mythology has undergone
many reformulations. When Kapuściński refers to the African continent as an eternal and
homogeneous reality, or when he projects into African lives a seemingly “primitivist”
romance, or when he resorts to the trope of aestheticization to escape from the cruelty and
bluntness of some of the realities he experiences, he seems to fall precisely into the category
of the “stereotypical” characterizations of Africa that Wainana has placed at the centre of his
ironically critical essay, ‘How to Write About Africa’714 (2005).
I have also tried to suggest that the author succeeds, in certain passages of the text, in
superseding the rhetoric of “distance” of the European traveller. By probing into his
conversations with the African people, I have argued, Kapuściński is in fact able to open his
monophonic and authoritative narration of Africa in the direction of a more polyphonic
account. The major complexity of “storytelling acts”715 that take shape in these sections of the
text is rendered through the multiple and fragmented narrators whose voice Kapuściński
711 See “Into Darkness and Out of It,” in Textual Traffic, p. 89.
712 For the origin of the concept of transcendental in works of epistemology, see Immanuel Kant, A Critique of
Pure Reason, Paul Guyer and Allen W. Wood (eds.) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
713 See earlier in the chapter for some of the criticisms that have been moved to Kapuściński’s peculiar method
of factual reportage especially by John Ryle and Michela Wrong. 
714 See B. Wainana: “How to Write About Africa.” Online at <https://granta.com/how-to-write-about-africa>,
accessed 6 September 2016.
715 For more on the analysis of “Storytelling Acts” as a tool of critical reading, see this work’s Chapter 1, and
Marina Grishakova, “State of the Discipline: Towards Comparative Narrative Studies,” Inquire: Journal of
Comparative Literature, Vol. 2, Issue 2 (June 2012). 
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reconstructs either by availing himself of the more fully-formed representational device of
dialogue, or through the rougher technique of transcribed speeches. In both cases, the voices
of the individual informants featured in the text permit the construction of a more complex
cultural account of postcolonial Africa. In such sections, Kapuściński appears to have left
behind the fear of “cultural miscegenation”716 that was typical of the colonialist traveller, and
embraces an interesting and contrapuntal shift of perspective between his own European
perception of the African environment and that of the African informants, who provide him
with precious accounts of Africa and interesting explanations on many different aspects of
African reality. Through his dialogue with the Minister of Education in Accra, at the eve of
Ghana’s achievement of independence, for example, Kapuściński is able to reproduce the
drama of post-colonial Africa, and to gain an insight into the dilemmas the change of
administration in the African post-colonial nations raised. The conversation with reporter
Kwesi Amu in Kumasi, on the other hand, provides a glimpse of how traditional social
structures remained intact during the period of European colonialism in certain areas of the
continent. More than thirty years later, the conversations at Africa Hall in Addis Ababa reveal
the problems of African development at the end of the twentieth century. Finally, through the
conversation with Shimelis Magenzia in the Central Prison in Addis Ababa, we can get a
cross-section of the complex and intricate politics of Ethiopia under Mengistu’s regime. The
question that Kapuściński – as a life-long reporter and interpreter of the African reality –
addresses at the end of the travelogue to an African working for the UN is precisely ‘how to
save Africa?’717 Such a question hasn’t lost any urgency since the first days of African
independence.
716 See Shankar, “Into Darkness and Out of It,” in Textual Traffic, p. 93.
717 “Rising in the Darkness,” in The Shadow of the Sun, p. 225. 
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Chapter 7
A Narrative Reading of V.S. Naipaul’s An Area of Darkness
and The Mimic Men 
In the course of this chapter, I aim to approach two texts from Naipaul’s literary production –
An Area of Darkness and The Mimic Men – in the wake of Landa-Onega’s, and, more
recently, Grishakova’s suggestion for a narratological approach to the study of literature.718 In
particular, I will attempt to place at the centre of critical attention, in my analysis of these
texts, the structural differences between these two texts and what Grishakova has indicated as
the narratorial function of the storyteller.719 I will start by clarifying that the development of
the analysis from the perspective of Naipaul-as-storyteller, has been possible by reliance on
Bakhtin’s theory of aesthetic activity, a more detailed discussion of which is provided in
Chapter 1.720   
Both texts are set in the backdrop of a post-colonial scenario, and both belong to the
second period of Naipaul’s literary production.721 Whereas the backdrop for An Area of
Darkness (1964) is post-independence India, the Mimic Men (1967) is set between London
and the fictional Caribbean island of Isabella. In order to investigate the narratorial function
Naipaul plays in these two texts, I will draw upon Bakhtin’s model of aesthetic activity that
allows us to explore the implicit and dialogic relationships that are subtly formed between the
author and the characters-informants he represents in these two distinct representative
contexts.722 By adopting this approach, I hope I will be able to re-frame the thematic aspects
emerging in these representational contexts, and upon which most critical attempts, including
718 See José Angel Garcia and Susana Onega, (eds.) Narratology: An Introduction (London: Longman, 1996), p.
25. 
719 See Marina Grishakova, “State of the Discipline: Towards Comparative Narrative Studies,” my emphasis,
Inquire: Journal of Comparative Literature, Vol. 2, Issue 2 (June 2012).
720 See this work’s Chapter 1.
721 For more on how Naipaul has emerged as a novelist of “post-imperial crisis,” see Champa Rao Mohan,
Postcolonial Situation in the Novels of V.S. Naipaul (New Delhi: Atlantic Publishers and Distributors, 2004).
722 For more on this topic see Mikhail Bakhtin, “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity,” i n Art and
Answerability: Early Philosophical Essays by M. Bakhtin, Michael Holquist and Vadim Liapunov (eds.), tr.
Vadimir Liapunov (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990), pp. 4-256; and M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic
Imagination, tr. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981).
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Bhabha’s,723 have generally pivoted.724 This will also allow me to investigate the
psychological dynamics that underpin the process of figuration the author embarks upon
while representing his characters. However, before looking at the specificities the two texts
present, I will start by giving a quick overview of Naipaul’s life history, roughly tracing the
evolution of his literary production in correspondence to the main events of his life journey
and especially to his experience of exile. 
7.1 V.S. Naipaul: From Trinidad to Global Author
7.1.1 Origins 
V.S. Naipaul (1932-) is an important West Indian novelist. His novels and works of non-
fiction provide important accounts of both colonial and post-colonial experiences. As a travel
writer and a novelist, Naipaul situates his narratives in both colonial as well as ex-colonial
societies, by aiming to provide a highly perceptive account of such societies. As a third-
generation Hindu in Trinidad, he experienced from an early age a sense of unease about his
own identity. Trinidadian society was an immigrant society where different races, religions
and cultures coexisted and where the only binding factor was that they inhabited the same
island. This fragmentation made it difficult for him to experience the sense of a community
where common cultural and religious values are recognized, causing the young Naipaul to
reject that society. In The Middle Passage (1962), he commented on Trinidadian society as
being ‘unimportant, uncreative [and] cynical.’725
Given his rejection of Trinidadian society, he soon developed the determination to
leave it as soon as possible. The chance arrived in 1950, when, having won a government
scholarship to study English at Oxford, Naipaul moved to England.  Although this move
provided him with the concrete possibility of pursuing his writing career – a career that
wouldn’t have been possible in Trinidad726 – he had different challenges to face from those
posed by Trinidadian society. Once in England, he experienced the loneliness of his condition
723 See Homi Bhabha “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse,” in The Location of
Culture (London: Routledge: 1994), pp. 121-132.
724 See for example, S. Shankar, Textual Traffic: Colonialism, Modernity and the Economy of the Text (New
York Press, 2001); and Rob Nixon, London Calling: V.S. Naipaul, Postcolonial Mandarin (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1992). 
725 V.S. Naipaul, The Middle Passage (London:  MacMillan, 1962), p. 43.
726 See S. Shankar, “V.S. Naipaul, Modernity, and Postcolonial Excrement,” in Textual Traffic: Colonialism,
Modernity, and the Economy of the Text (New York: State University of New York, 2001), p. 150. ‘Naipaul
portrays himself in his works as having graduated to membership in Western culture through the vocation of
writing, “the career” which, he notes in “Prologue to an Autobiography,” published in 1984, wasn’t possible
in Trinidad,’ ibid. 
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as an immigrant. Alongside feelings of rootlessness, disorder and emptiness at times greater
than those he’d experienced in his native country, he cultivated the determination to pursue
his writing career as a way, in the first instance, to cope with his own sense of displacement
and of making sense of his scattered and fragmented life experiences. 
7.1.2 Themes of his Work
In his first three novels, Naipaul dealt exclusively with the colonial society of Trinidad. At
the centre of The Mystic Masseur (1957), The Suffrage of Elvira (1958) and A House for Mr.
Biswas (1961), the author has placed the themes of dispossession, homelessness, and
alienation that each protagonist experienced in their search for an authentic selfhood. His
fourth novel, Mr. Stone and the Knights Companion (1963), is set in London, but in it he
explores similar themes to those of his earlier ones, especially the struggle of the protagonist
to overcome his sense of personal displacement. As critic Champa Rao Mohan argued, many
of the themes that emerge from the first phase of Naipaul’s literary production result from a
projection of the life experiences that he personally encountered as a displaced member of a
minority race and religion in Trinidad.727 
The protagonists at the centre of Naipaul’s early novels provide a reflection of the
author’s own feelings of displacement; they are affected by similar existential conditions.
Ralph Singh – the protagonist of The Mimic Men – makes particularly revealing comments on
this matter at the beginning of the novel, shortly after having moved to London from the
Caribbean Isabella:
For those who lose, and nearly everyone in the end loses, there is only one course: flight.
Flight to the greater disorder, the final emptiness: London and the home counties.728 
As an interpreter and observer of the ex-colonies, Naipaul has exposed the inadequacies and
fragilities of such societies. As a writer and novelist, Naipaul has appeared to be particularly
concerned with exploring how history and great historical changes impact the individual;
how, in other words, the ‘psychic damage of historical upheaval’729 has affected post-colonial
727 See Champa Rao Mohan, “Introduction,” in Postcolonial Situation in the Novels of V.S. Naipaul (New
Delhi: Atlantic Publishers and Distributors, 2004),  p. 9.
728 V.S. Naipaul, The Mimic Men (London: Andre Deutsch, 1967), p. 7.
729 See Kerry Mc Sweeney, Four Contemporary Novels: Angus Wilson, Brian Moore, John Fowles, V.S.
Naipaul (Canada: Mcgill Queen’s University Press, 1983), p. 158, cited in Yashoda Bhat, “Civilisation,
History and V.S. Naipaul’s Fiction,” in Mohit K. Ray, V.S. Naipaul’s Critical Essays, Vol. 2 (New Delhi:
Atlantic Publishers, 2002), p. 52.
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people. For historical upheaval, we might infer the ‘sweeping historical changes’730 that took
place in Third World countries with the process of independence, a process that Naipaul, as a
novelist of the Third World, has experienced firsthand, and has been particularly concerned
with documenting. Whereas his novels about the West Indies appear to be the most vivid and
full of life, as they more closely reflect the author’s life experience, his interest in
documenting the post-colonial condition crosses geographical and cultural boundaries: he has
written about his “native” West Indies, India, Africa, the Middle East and other Asiatic
countries, as well as England, his country of adoption.731
Many critics have argued that the major themes Naipaul is interested in exploring are
related to the principal problems that affect the colonized people. As a writer, he
demonstrated a special interest in documenting the colonized people’s individual and
existential conditions. Among the most frequent are the feelings of dispossession,
homelessness, alienation and the search for an identity. While these clearly document the
colonial condition, other themes emerge in Naipaul’s portrayal of ex-colonial societies. In
such a context:
Naipaul makes it clear that political independence has changed nothing and the
imperialist states continue to retain their hold on the former colonies through the newer,
more camouflaged methods of neocolonialism. 732
By moving from the condition of the individual towards the larger state of affairs that
characterizes newly independent nations, he begins an enquiry into the problem of neo-
colonialism that often affects post-colonial societies. In the post-colonial scenario, he
explores the feeling of alienation of the individual from the surrounding landscape through
the sense of identity crisis experienced by his characters. The life histories that Naipaul
constructs around them often reflect – through an individualized aesthetic and existential
perspective – the drama that affects the individual in the post-colonial condition. Through his
characters, he documents how, in neo-colonial conditions, the newly acquired freedom is
often perceived by the individual as a paradoxical condition.
In his later novels, he expanded the more subjective and impressionistic phase of his
writing by redirecting his observation from the condition of the individual to the greater
730 See Bhat, “Civilisation, History and V.S. Naipaul’s Fiction,” in Mohit K. Ray, V.S. Naipaul’s Critical
Essays, Vol. 2, pp. 52-68.
731 Ibid.
732 See Champa Rao Mohan,“Introduction,” in Postcolonial Situation in the Novels of V.S. Naipaul (New Delhi:
Atlantic Publishers and Distributors, 2004), p. 9.
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complexities the ex-colonial societies faced from a political and moral perspective.733 By
extending his critical gaze from the individual to the larger society, his uncompromising
‘commitment to truth’734 would have become the realization that political independence
didn’t bring any great change to the situation of previously colonized nations, either from a
cultural or from an economic perspective. 
Politically and economically – as Naipaul has observed in his writings – the
imperialist states have continued to retain their hold on the former colonies through newer,
more “camouflaged” methods of neocolonialism.735 By turning to the cultural identity of the
people – he has observed that no real change has taken place in their attitudes. The identity of
the post-colonial people still relies on mimicking the tastes, attitudes, social modes and
intellectual perspectives that once belonged to the “colonizing” culture.736 As a result, the
characters at the centre of his second phase appear to be even more fragile, and to experience
an even deeper identity crisis than those experienced by the protagonists of his first novels.
Naipaul’s wide experience of travelling is situated between his first and his second
phases of writing. Travel deeply influenced the way he perceived art and the role of the
writer. As Rao Mohan argued, the insights Naipaul gained through travelling have ‘greatly
modified [Naipaul’s] notions about art and artistic responsibility.’737 By broadening his
perspective and contextualizing his own sense of homelessness and emptiness against the
context of the larger world, travelling allowed Naipaul to reframe the dimension of his
perceived function as a writer by redefining the contours of his ongoing search of identity-
through-art. As he stated in Finding the Centre:738
To travel was glamorous. But travel also made unsuspected demands on me as a man and
a writer, and perhaps for that reason it soon became a necessary stimulus for me. It
broadened my world view; it showed me a changing world and took me out of my own
colonial shell; it became the substitute for the mature social experience – the deepening
knowledge of a society – which my background and the nature of my life denied me. My
733 For more on Naipaul’s emergence as a novelist of “post-imperial crisis,” see Champa Rao Mohan,
“Introduction,” in Postcolonial Situation in the Novels of V.S. Naipaul (New Delhi: Atlantic Publishers and
Distributors, 2004), pp. 1-19. 
734 Ibid., p. 9. 
735 Ibid.
736 For an explanation of mimicry as the mechanism that the colonial subjectivity puts into place to “imitate” the
colonizer and the former’s attitudes and modes (with the effect of displacing the former’s power), see
Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man,” in The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994), pp. 121-132.
737 See Rao Mohan, “The Postcolonial Society and the Paradox of Freedom,” in Postcolonial Situation in the
Novels of V.S. Naipaul, p. 79.
738 V.S. Naipaul,“Foreword,” in  Finding the Centre. (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1985), p. 11.
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uncertainty about my role withered; a role was not necessary. I recognized my own
instincts as a traveller, and was content to be myself, to be what I had always been, a
looker. And I had learned to look in my own way.739
Through travel, Naipaul greatly deepened his knowledge of and acquaintance with Third
World societies, by gradually emerging as a “global” persona able to navigate at ease
between different civilizations and literary forms.740 The experience of travelling to India in
his early thirties, in particular, gave him the chance to expand his knowledge of a country
that, until that time, as he stated in the preface of An Area of Darkness, ‘existed only in my
head.’ 741  
7.1.3 Naipaul, Art and the Writer’s Vocation
Naipaul has always rejected the idea of being West Indian, as well as the opinion of those
critics who have labelled him a “West Indian Writer.” He clearly stated his rejection of his
status as a regional writer in an interview with Ewart Rouse in 1968. Asked by Rouse
whether he considered himself to be a regional writer, Naipaul rejected the idea by
answering: ‘I don’t know what that means.’742 Naipaul expressed similar thoughts in a
conversation with Ian Hamilton released in 1971. Here, he argued that art is primarily an
‘expression of concern’743 whose broader scope of illustrating the human condition and of
investigating post-colonial societies through acute social analysis necessarily falls outside
exclusively regional boundaries and their limited concerns. In the same interview, Naipaul
spoke about the particular type of relationship he came to develop with the English literary
tradition. We must not forget that, as a Third World writer – who worked most of his life in
the First World and wrote for a mainly Western audience – Naipaul has needed to appropriate
himself of genres and forms that were originally associated with a long Western tradition.
Experimenting with both travel writing and the novel, he has been able to adapt these genres
to the expression of his personal concerns, scopes and world views. Framing these literary
genres in new contexts has allowed him – to draw on a word used by Borm to refer to
Naipaul’s travel writings744– to develop his personal “style.” Naipaul’s observations on the
739 Ibid.
740 See Bhat, “Civilisation, History and V.S. Naipaul’s Fiction,” p. 52. 
741 V.S. Naipaul, “Preface,” in An Area of Darkness (London: Picador, 1964), p. x. 
742 See Ewart Rouse, “Naipaul: An interview with Ewart Rouse, 1968,” in Feroza F. Jussawalla (ed.),
Conversations with V.S. Naipaul (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1997), p. 10.
743 See Ian Hamilton, “Without a Place: V.S. Naipaul in conversation with Ian Hamilton,” The Times Literary
Supplement (30 July 1971), 897, in Conversations with V.S. Naipaul, p. 19.
744 See Jan Borm, “Defining Travel: On the Travel Book, Travel Writing and Terminology,” in Glenn Hooper
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novel might be useful here:
If you are trained by your reading and inclination to see the novel as one particular thing
and if you look at what you have, your material and you are aware only of its
shallowness and its disorder, it’s very hard to know how to move on from that.745 
But how did he adopt and adapt the genre of the novel to his own personal concerns?
According to Hamilton, the novelty and particularity of Naipaul’s use of the novel lies in the
fact that he has sought to combine strategies and techniques that can be instantly recognized
and appreciated by an English readership with material that is completely new and unfamiliar
to the English literary and cultural tradition. Asked by Hamilton about The Mimic Men – a
novel mainly about England – Naipaul declared that in this book he came to describe English
society from the point of view of the “colonial.” As Naipaul explained:
When I came to England in 1950 I was a thorough colonial. Now, to be colonial is, in a
way, to know a total kind of security.746
7.2 An Area of Darkness
7.2.1 The Fictive and The Referential in V.S. Naipaul’s Travelogue
Before delving into more thematic aspects of An Area of Darkness, I wish to begin my
critical analysis of this text by moving from a re-interrogation of the specific representational
context provided by Naipaul’s travelogue in light of the broader structural characteristics of
travel writing that critics have often identified.  In his analysis of travel writing, for example,
Borm has referred to Naipaul’s contribution to this genre to suggest that, ‘whatever the case,
there is no avoiding the literary dimension of travelogue.’747 Borm has argued that, from a
stylistic perspective, Naipaul’s travel writings provide a great example of the intermixture
between the fictive and the referential element that is a characteristic feature of this genre. By
drawing on Aristotle’s broader conception of mimesis-as-figuration as a function that
characterizes broadly any type of narrative – be it fictional or non-fictional748– Borm referred
and Tim Youngs (eds.), Perspectives on Travel Writing: Studies in European Cultural Transition, Vol. 19
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), pp. 13-26.
745 See Ian Hamilton, “Without a Place: V.S. Naipaul in conversation with Ian Hamilton,” in Conversations
with V.S. Naipaul, p. 16.
746 Ibid., p. 14. 
747 See Jan Borm, “Defining Travel: On the Travel Book, Travel Writing and Terminology,” p. 22.
748 See this work’s section 2.3.2. “Jan Borm and Tim Youngs: Travel Writing as a Hybrid Genre,” in Chapter 2,
“Historical, Geographical and Disciplinary Contexts.”
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particularly to Naipaul’s production of this genre to highlight how mimetic and therefore
representative processes of image-making can be seen at work in the travel book, which is
generally based on a journey (or a series of journeys) that the author and narrator has
undertaken  “in real life.”
In his essay749 Borm defined the style of an author as the peculiar way in which the
former ‘transform[s] and even manipulate[s] experience by representing (and even by
imitating)it.’750 By applying Borm’s remarks to the representational context of An Area of
Darkness, we can observe that Naipaul’s literary “style” emerges through the constant
tension and intermixture between imagination and reality that defines the author’s
unconventional and experimental approach to this particular genre. In conclusion, in light of
Borm’s definition, we may argue that An Area of Darkness shares with the genre of the travel
book some of its most salient characteristics: the strong autobiographical connotation, as well
as the fact of having been written as an account of a journey undertaken by the
author/narrator in the first person. 
  
7.2.2 Naipaul’s First Encounter with Indian Civilization
Together with the other two books on India that form Naipaul’s Indian trilogy,751 An Area of
Darkness (1964) is the first book to emerge from the author’s encounter with India, the land
of his Brahmanic ancestors. Critics noted that Naipaul’s travelogue of India is the first of his
literary production to have attracted a vast Western audience.752 In this book, as in the
subsequent India: A Wounded Civilization (1977), his often ambivalent attitudes towards
Indian civilization emerge, as well as his personal observations and opinions on the cultural,
moral and political state of Indian society after independence. Sharada Iyer argued that, in
these two books, Naipaul has expressed his ‘deep antipathy for the immensity and chaos of
the country, the sloth and naivete of its citizens, the grip of tradition, the display of religiosity
[and] the corruption of the rulers.’753 In the Indian trilogy, he has lingered on the life histories
of the Indian people and their attitudes, providing evidence of how the process of
749 See Jan Borm, “Defining Travel,” in Glenn Hooper and Tim Youngs (eds.), Perspectives on Travel Writing.
Studies in European Cultural Transition, Vol. 19 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), pp. 13-26.
750 See Borm, “Defining Travel,” p. 24.
751 Naipaul’s trilogy on India comprises An Area of Darkness (London: Penguin, 1964), India: A Wounded
Civilization India (London: Picador, 1979), and India: A Million Mutinies Now (London: Picador, 1990).
752 For more on this topic see N. Sharada Iyer, “Naipaul’s India – An Area of Darkness” in Mohit K. Ray (ed.),
V.S. Naipaul’s Critical Essays, Vol. 2 (New Delhi: Atlantic Publishers, 2002), pp. 85-95.
753 Ibid., p. 86. 
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independence didn’t bring about any real change in Indian society, nor in its customs or
traditions. As he argued in a passage of An Area of Darkness, Indians ‘are [still] an old
people, and it might be that they continue to belong to the old world.’754
The experience of travelling to India for the first time in his early thirties, had been for
Naipaul a journey full of deep personal significance. As the grandson of an indentured
labourer who emigrated from Eastern Uttar Pradesh to the Caribbean to work in the sugar
plantations of Trinidad, certain aspects of Indian culture were already in the background of
Naipaul’s childhood,755 locked in his childhood memories. Throughout the author’s
upbringing, the Indian world had been reflected in the few articles his ancestors had brought
to Trinidad, reminders of the Brahmanic worlds of rituals and myths, as this passage
suggests: 
[India had already been] in a string bed or two, grimy, tattered, no longer serving any
function; [..] in plaited straw mats [..]; in innumerable brass vessels [..]; in wooden
printing blocks, [..]; in books [..]; in drums and one ruined harmonium; in brightly
colored pictures of deities on pink lotus or radiant against the Himalayan snow; and in all
the paraphernalia of the prayer room.756 
The world of his familiar education had provided him with only a partial knowledge of Indian
culture. India represented for him a country that, in his own words, ‘[laid] in things’ rather
than ‘in people.’757 Although his India relied mostly on objects and on childhood memories,
nonetheless it had a highly emotional charge for him: 
India was inexhaustible perhaps, but my India was not like an English or British India.
My India was full of pain. Sixty years or so before, my ancestors had made the very long
journey to the Caribbean from India.758
With his first journey to the land of his ancestors, he finally had the opportunity to deepen his
acquaintance with a country that his family had already made ‘half known.’759 Travelling to
India allowed him to discover his own roots, and to explore some aspects of his own identity,
an identity from which he felt he had been alienated, culturally, emotionally, and
754 An Area of Darkness, p. 31. 
755 Ibid., p. 21. 
756 Ibid, p. 23.
757 Ibid.  
758 Ibid., “Preface,” p. x.
759 Ibid., “Preface,” p. xi.
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geographically, since birth. What emerges in the book is that Naipaul had romanticized India
since his childhood. However, on his first visit, he sought to realize how much the image of
the land of his forefathers had been romanticized by both his education and all that his
grandparents had told him about the country:
[India] was the country from which my grandfather came, a country never physically
described and therefore never real, a country out in the void, beyond the dot of Trinidad,
and from it our journey had been final.760
7.2.3 De-romanticizing India
Naipaul begins his journey to India from a place of darkness, hoping to fill the “area of
darkness” with experience. Iyer wrote that ‘the darkness of Naipaul is the darkness of his own
situation born out of a romantic reverie which cannot stand the glare of the day.’761 On arrival
to India, Naipaul tries to impose his personalized and romanticized image on the reality, but,
as he recalls:
As India had drawn near [..] some little feeling for India as the mythical land of my
childhood was awakened.762
Some critics have observed that, on first contact with the country, and by perceiving the
contrast between “real” India and his pre-conceived notion of it, emerge Naipaul withdraws
from it with a sense of shock.763 Subramanian Shankar has used the term “excrementality”764
to identify the complex attitude Naipaul has developed towards India as this emerges,
especially in his travel writings. With this term, Shankar means the disturbing perception of
degradation that the author felt when entering in direct contact with Indian society, and as he
experiences a reality that – until that time – had for him the more comforting and nuanced
tones of a place of the imagination. The notion of “excrementality” depicts the feelings of
shock that Naipaul has developed in reaction to aspects of physical degradation and of moral
degeneration of his country of origin. As Shankar asserted:
760 Ibid., p. 21.
761 See N. Sharada Iyer, “Naipaul’s India – An Area of Darkness,” in Mohit K. Ray (ed.), V.S. Naipaul’s
Critical Essays, Vol. 2 (New Delhi: Atlantic Publishers, 2002), p. 88.
762 An Area of Darkness, p. 41.
763 See N. Sharada Iyer, “Naipaul’s India – An Area of Darkness,” p. 88.
764 S. Shankar,“V.S. Naipaul, Modernity and the Postcolonial Excrement,”in Textual Traffic: Colonialism,
Modernity, and the Economy of the Text (New York: State University of New York, 2001), pp. 149-185. For
more on the evaluative structures fostered by the colonialist travel narrative in the colonial and neo-colonial
contexts, see this work’s Chapter 2.
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Naipaul, arriving in India with certain ideas of its literal and metaphorical
excrementality, proceeds to explain this excrementality as a deviation from Western
values (Christian love/Roman law) that he espouses. Moving near-hysterically through
the external excremental landscape of India, Naipaul leads his reader directly to a deeper
excrementality, the degeneration of Indian culture.765
Shankar’s notion of “excrementality” might prove useful in examining how Naipaul
approaches the conditions of material squalor of the country, by drawing attention to his
descriptions of the filth and confusion of the environment and the poverty of its people. The
squalor that Naipaul perceives in India isn’t limited to the material conditions of the country.
As Shankar highlighted, the degeneration Naipaul perceives is also cultural and possibly
ideological. In an interview with Derek Walcott, Naipaul expresses his discontent towards the
state of Indian post-colonial society: 
In the old colonial society there was an element of aspiration. This was the motive of the
society. You know, one felt so far away from the centre of the world. Like the Muslims
in Cordoba always trying to catch up with the boys in Beirut. We aimed high and we
produced a lot of bright people. [..] Possibly these impressions are superficial –
goodness, I am now in the middle of this Carnival thing which I dislike very much – but I
feel, you know, that aspiration has been dropped, that the manners of the proletariat have
infiltrated the values of the rest of the society. [..] I notice this also, in the old days young
people at school made an effort to speak well. Today this has been abandoned.766 
Here, Naipaul laments the lack of aspiration and ideals throughout Indian society. This
attitude, he explains, is shown in a particular way in the younger, post-imperial generations,
especially those of the middle class. In the same interview, he refers to India as a “sinister”
and “frightening” place.767 In An Area of Darkness, he voices outrage when coming across the
caste system, which represents for him one of the crude ways of a “rural” society. As he
comments: ‘Indians are an old people, and it might be that they continue to belong to the old
world.’768 We can get a glimpse of Naipaul’s vision and moral position on the Indian caste
system by considering the description he provides of several men washing down the steps of a
765 S. Shankar, “V.S. Naipaul, Modernity and the Postcolonial Excrement,” in Textual Traffic: Colonialism,
Modernity and the Economy of the Text, p. 158.
766 Derek Walcott, “Interview with V.S. Naipaul, 1965,” [From Sunday Guardian (Trinidad), 7 March 1965, 5,
7], in Feroza F. Jussawalla (ed.), Conversations with V.S. Naipaul (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi,
1997), pp. 6 -7. 
767 Ibid. 
768 An Area of Darkness, pp. 75-76.
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shabby Bombay hotel: 
Study these four men washing down the steps of this unpalatable Bombay hotel. The first
pours water from a bucket, the second scratches the ties with a twig broom, the third uses
a rag to slop the dirty water down the steps into another bucket, which is held by the
fourth. After they have passed, the steps are as dirty as before. [..] You cannot complain
the hotel is dirty. No Indian will agree with you. Four sweepers are in daily attendance,
and it is enough in India that the sweepers attend. They are not required to clean. That is
subsidiary part of their function, which is to be sweepers, degraded beings, to go through
the motions of degradation.769 
Caste to Naipaul is a form of almost “medieval” tyranny. ‘Caste is a system of rewards. Cast
imprisons a man in his function. From this follows, since there are no rewards, that duties and
responsibilities become irrelevant to position. A man is proclaimed by his function. There is
little subtlety to India.’770 Asked by Walcott to compare An Area of Darkness with his
previous work, The Middle Passage, set in the West Indies, Naipaul emphasizes that:
Th[e] difference [between the two books] is the difference in societies. Trinidad is a
haphazard sort of society, India appears to be more profound, but the principle of Indian
society is a simple one. Because this society is self-contained and unique, it is possible to
get at the truth, or to appear to get at it, more easily.771
In the context of post-independence India, Naipaul perceives in some of the Indian people,
the same unaltered attitudes that they had in the colonial period. In particular, he
acknowledges with the uncompromising “commitment to truth” that is typical of his literary
style, that many Indian people still mimic the tastes, attitudes and world views dictated by the
ex-colonizing culture. Ralph Singh provides a good example of this phenomenon. From a
boarding-house in West Kensington, the narrator-protagonist of The Mimic Men provides a
good example of this phenomenon:
I was not used to the social modes of London or to the physiognomy and complexions of
the North, and I thought Mr. Shylock looked distinguished, like a lawyer or businessman
or politician. He had the habit of stroking the lobe of his ear and inclining his head to
listen.  I thought the gesture was attractive; I copied it. I knew of recent events in Europe;
769 Ibid.
770 Ibid., p. 76. 
771 Derek Walcott, “Interview with V.S. Naipaul, 1965,” in Conversations with V.S. Naipaul, p. 6.
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they tormented me; and although I was trying to live on seven pounds a week I offered
Mr. Shylock my fullest, silent compassion.772
In later years, Naipaul seems to express even greater concerns and pessimism towards the
state of India. In an interview773 given in 1977 with Charles Wheeler, Naipaul suggests that
the attempts of post-independence Indian society to modernize itself are bound to fail, as the
Indian people are inescapably bound to the past and to a rural world of magic, rituals and
myths:
I would like to see people getting away from an unexpressed faith in magic. A play of
mind would mean opening oneself to the outside world – opening oneself to inquiry of
all sorts, asking about history, getting some sense of time, getting some sense of what
links men together, getting some sense of human contract. I think India at the moment is
so far from these things that its attempts to become a modern country are slightly mimic
attempts. You get the impression, when you read Indians’ attempts to analyze their
situation, that they are mimicking other people’s intellectual disciplines. When you read
a work of Indian history, you don’t feel that there has been a true comprehension of
Indian history. You feel that what the people have done is to study the way European
history has been written, and to apply this method to the events of India, which are quite
distinct, after all, from the events of Europe.774
Naipaul defines India as a “wounded” civilization. Its society, having been for centuries
under the jurisdiction of European colonial powers, finds it difficult, in the second part of the
twentieth century, to shape its own identity and to plan a way ahead towards its own process
of modernization. As he explains:
When I say “wounded,” I think I mean this is a civilization that is so damaged by
invasions, and all the death and destruction that went with those invasions, that the
people have had to adapt to what once was a living civilization to the fact of defeat, to
the fact of intellectual depletion.775
In the following paragraph, I will move from the “moralistic” stance that Naipaul has often
assumed towards Indian post-colonial society to aspects that concern the aesthetics of his
772 V.S. Naipaul, The Mimic Men, p. 3, my emphasis.  
773 This interview was taken shortly after the publication of the travelogue India: A Wounded Civilization. 
774 Charles Wheeler, “’It’s Every Man for Himself’ – V.S. Naipaul on India, 1977,” in Conversations with V.S.
Naipaul, p. 39.
775 Ibid. 
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representation. 
7.2.4 Self and Other: Projections and Refractions of Naipaul in his 
Characters-Informants 
Rob Nixon776 argued that Naipaul’s way of representing the Indian people oscillates between
a projection and a strong intention of keeping a distance from them through “biases” that
suggest that the author has been thoroughly shaped by his European education. We can easily
see that Nixon’s argument can be applied to the representative context of An Area of
Darkness. In this work, it seems reasonable to argue that Naipaul constantly applies, in his
representation of the Indian people, ‘the dual cultural norms that his self combines: the
“Hindu self” and the “Western self.”777 I suggest we can catch a glimpse of this ambivalent
mechanism – which both Nixon and Rao Mohan have stressed by looking at Naipaul’s works
of fiction – by turning to the representative context of An Area of Darkness. In my view, the
ambiguous attitude the author shows towards colonial and post-colonial subjectivities is a
powerful psychological dynamic that impacts the way he shapes their representation, and
therefore needs to be studied carefully. Throughout this section, I will investigate how the
ambiguous dynamic that Naipaul shows towards postcolonial subjectivities, projecting
himself in them while, at the same time, seeking to maintain a distance, is particularly visible
in the representation he provides of two characters-informants: Aziz and Ramon.
In An Area of Darkness, such dynamics are particularly visible in Aziz’s representation – as
an employee of the Liward Hotel in Srinigar –. At first glance, it seems that Naipaul
approaches the characterization of this character-informant from the perspective of his own
European cultural background. He introduces him to the reader by alluding to
“Shakespearean” mechanics and to the iconography of the brothers’ Grimm fables, as can be
seen in this passage, where the reader glimpses Aziz’s appearance behind Mr. Butt, the owner
of the hotel on Dal Lake:
Beside [Mr. Butt] was a very small man, bare-footed, with a dingy grey pullover tight
above flapping white cotton trousers gathered in at the waist by a string.  A touch of
quaintness, something of the Shakespearean mechanic, was given him by his sagging
woollen nightcap. So misleading can first impressions be: this was Aziz.778
776 For more on this topic see Rob Nixon, London Calling: V.S. Naipaul, Postcolonial Mandarin (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1992). 
777 See Champa Rao Mohan, “Introduction,” in Postcolonial Situation in the Novels of V.S. Naipaul, p. 16.
778 An Area of Darkness, p. 106. 
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A touch of deep sympathy emerges from Naipaul’s characterization of Aziz. Here is how
Naipaul expresses his affection to the Indian “factotum,” by imaginatively juxtaposing him
with one of Snow White’s seven dwarves:
One of Snow White’s own men in a woollen nightcap: it was impossible to abandon
him.779
According to Pom Moraes, An Area of Darkness can be read as an ‘intensely psychological
study of Naipaul by Naipaul.’780 Moraes has suggested that, throughout the travelogue, we
can see a constant activity of self-enquiry and self-analysis developing from the the author.
Such activity develops progressively and along the lines through which Naipaul crosses the
“area of darkness” into the realm of experience. Drawing on Moraes’ insight, we could argue
that in this text Naipaul constructs the narration of the people he encounters in his travels in a
similar way:  that is progressively “responding” and “reacting” to their actions and attitudes,
as soon as these present themselves. In the perception of the people he encounters, Naipaul
follows his personal evaluation of them, their conduct and life choices, often accompanying it
with the expression of moral concerns. In the following paragraphs, I will show how this
dynamic is particularly visible in the description Naipaul gives of Ramon. At the beginning
of the travelogue, before travelling to India, Naipaul tells the reader the life history of Ramon,
the motor mechanic from Trinidad who, just like the author, emigrated to London in search of
building a new life for himself. Here is how Naipaul introduces him to the reader:
[Ramon] had left Trinidad because he had lost his driving license. His career of crime
began when, scarcely a boy, he was arrested without a license; later he was arrested for
driving while still banned. One offence led to another, until Trinidad had ceased to be a
place where he could live.781
Once relocated to the great city from Trinidad, Ramon turns to a life of crime. Ramon
represents the typical prototype of the “colonial” subject.  He is one of those individuals who
tries to escape from their own fate, however, this attempt will turn out to be without great
success, as Ramon would die in a car crash in London a few years after having moved there.
Naipaul sketches Ramon’s psychological portrayal:
779 Ibid., p. 108. 
780 See Pom Moraes, “A Writer for Our Times,” Gentleman (February 1984), pp. 34-39. 
781 See V.S. Naipaul, An Area of Darkness, p. 32. 
185
He was incapable of assessing the morality of actions; he was a person to whom things
merely happened. He had left his wife behind; she had two children. [..] He was an
innocent, a lost soul, rescued from animality only by his ruling passion. That section of
the mind, if such a section exists, which judges and feels was in him a blank, on which
others could write. He wished to drive; he drove. He liked a car; he applied his skill to it
and drove away. He would eventually be caught; that he never struggled against or
seemed to doubt.782
As Mohit K. Ray argued, one of the principal aims of Naipaul’s art has been that of
documenting ‘the wound inflicted by history on the psyche of the people and [on] their
individual identity.’783 Naipaul recalled his interest in this topic in the lecture he gave in 2001
at the Swedish Academy in Stockholm after receiving the Nobel Prize for literature. On that
occasion, he spoke of histories that provide testimony of man’s inhuman treatment of man, of
deceit and dispossession,784 by giving a brief overview of the story of El Dorado and
recounting the colonial history of Trinidad. Both histories speak of the fragility of the post-
colonial condition in relation to great historical upheavals. 
Therefore, we could argue that, through Ramon’s life history, Naipaul found an
opportunity to illustrate the identity crisis experienced by the displaced post-colonial subject.
This is a subject who – although having left behind the constraints and limitation of his
colonial society of origin – proves unable to direct his newly acquired freedom in a
constructive, transformative way. As some critical perspectives have highlighted, Naipaul
paid particular attention to those individuals who are trying to escape from the great forces of
history and from their own fate. Ramon represents an example of such individuals. By telling
Ramon’s life history, Naipaul found the opportunity to reflect on the conditions of life of a
man who has no control over his own destiny. In a world of fate, man is tied to his own past
but is unable to bear his own imprint on history and on the future: 
Fate belongs to a world of magic, myth and ritual where the past exists but not the
history, a world which provides a sense of wholeness and belonging, but proscribes
ambition and curbs freedom.785
782 Ibid, p. 33.
783 See Mohit K. Ray, “Preface,” in Mohit K. Ray (ed.), V.S. Naipaul: Critical Essays, Vol. 2 (New Delhi:
Atlantic Publishers, 2002), p. xiv.
784 For more on this topic, see “V.S. Naipaul’s – Nobel Lecture: Two Worlds,” online available at
<http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/2001/naipaul-lecture-e.html>, last accessed
February 2017. 
785 See N. Sharada Iyer, “Naipaul’s India – An Area of Darkness,” p. 94.
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Through the description of Ramon, Naipaul seems to be revisiting parts of himself and of his
own life history, to deeply sympathize with his hero and to appear particularly concerned
about recounting to the reader the former’s life history. Drawing on Bakhtin, we could argue
that, in the character of Ramon, Naipaul ‘projects outside himself fragments of himself.’786
From the characterization Naipaul makes of individuals such as Ramon and Aziz, it
seems possible to suggest that Naipaul’s representation of the Indian people often appears to
be denoted by a strong ambivalence. On the one hand, Naipaul seems to project himself in
these individuals, with whom he shares the same origins. On the other hand, it seems possible
to acknowledge that he intends to maintain a distance from them, either by assuming a
“moral” or “evaluative” stance (Ramon) or by applying a descriptive skill (Aziz). The
representation of both of these characters-informants suggests that he has been deeply
influenced by his European education, and that this is actually responsible for the multiple
ways and lenses through which Naipaul actually sees, perceives and evaluates Third World
societies.
By drawing on Bakhtinian terminology, we may suggest that Ramon-as-hero contains
dialogical reverberations of Naipaul-as-author. As Ramon, Naipaul himself grew up in
Trinidad and later moved to London to escape from the colonial society of his origins and in
search of a new life. Once in London, he struggles with feelings of displacement and to
define his own identity beyond the dysfunctional attitudes and behaviours that the colonial
condition has left in him, including the difficulty to direct his own freedom in the unfamiliar
British society. As Naipaul recalled in an 1971 interview with Adrian Rowe-Evans:
One of the terrible things about being a Colonial, as I have said, is that you must accept
so many things as coming from a great wonderful source outside yourself and outside the
society you’re grown up in. That can be repaired only by a sense of responsibility, which
is what the colonial doesn’t have. Responsibility for the other man. As a colonial, you
must first seek to remove yourself from what you know, and become blest personally,
before you can become responsible for others.787
In this conversation, the differences between Naipaul-as-author and Ramon-as-hero come to
the surface: whereas Ramon remained, throughout his life, bound to his “colonial” condition,
‘a lost soul incapable of assessing the morality of his actions,’ a person ‘to whom things
786 See Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson, “Psychology: Authoring a Self,”in Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of
a Prosaics, p. 196; see also Bakhtin “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity.”
787 See Adrian Rowe-Evans, “V.S. Naipaul, A Transition Interview,” in Feroza Jussawalla (ed.), Conversations
with V.S. Naipaul, p. 27.
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merely happened,’788 Naipaul-as-author managed to develop a greater sense of responsibility
than his hero through committing himself to his writing vocation. In the same interview,
Naipaul reflects on how the colonial condition motivated him to become a writer: 
I come from a small society; I was aware I had no influence in the world; I was apart
from it. And then I belonged to a minority group, I moved away, became a foreigner,
became a writer; you see the degrees or removal from direct involvement, from direct
fear.789
From the frustrating condition of displacement he has come to develop the will to establish
his own intellectual stance. His experience of writing has been instructive to his intellectual
and moral development, in a way that has been decisive in outgrowing the limitations of his
colonial background. Naipaul said in the same interview:
Through my writing [..] I have begun to have ideas about the world. I have begun to
analyze. First of all, the deficiencies of the society from which I came; and then, through
that, what goes to make this much more complex society in which I have worked so
long.790
In light of his words, we can read his pursuit of art and his vocation as a writer as ways to
escape from his sense of homelessness and as means to create his own identity. In an
interview with Ian Hamilton, he expresses his gratitude towards his country of adoption,
England. This country, he avows, allowed him to develop the intellectual “voice” that
couldn’t be heard in Trinidad:
I couldn’t have become a writer without London – the whole physical apparatus of
publishing, of magazines, the BBC. This apparatus enables a man to make a living.
London is my metropolitan centre, it is my commercial centre, and yet I know that it is a
kind of a limbo and that I am a refugee in the sense that I am always peripheral. One’s
concerns are not the concerns of local people.791
788 An Area of Darkness, p. 33. 
789 See Adrian Rowe-Evans, “V.S. Naipaul, A Transition Interview,” p. 31. 
790 Ibid., p. 25.
791 See Ian Hamilton, “Without a Place: V.S. Naipaul in conversation with Ian Hamilton,” in Feroza Jussawalla
(ed.) Conversations with V.S. Naipaul, p. 16. 
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7.3 The Mimic Men
The Mimic Men (1967), with A Flag on the Island (1967) and In a Free State (1971) portrays
a newly independent colony, and is set between London and the fictional Caribbean Island of
Isabella. The protagonist of the novel is Ralph Singh, the exiled colonial politician who,
having left behind the colonial Isabella, looks to build a new life for himself in London.
Whereas in his earlier novels Naipaul portrayed England as a land of opportunities for the
displaced colonials and as an escape from their condition,792 i n The Mimic Men London is
portrayed as equally alienating and confusing as life experienced in the colonies. 
Through the character of Ralph Singh, Naipaul has incisively exposed the paradox of
freedom in relation to postcolonial politics. Following Rao Mohan, we could argue that
Naipaul’s portrayal of postcolonial societies displays the inevitable destiny Third World
nations encountered upon independence as these, lacking local expertise, continued to depend
on their former “mother” countries for ideas, technologies and financial aid.793 Paul Theroux
has suggested that in this novel Naipaul seems to have moved the focus of his concerns from
the colonial condition to a more universal condition of rootlessness and disillusionment
which, more universally, affects the modern individual. In this light, it can be said that the
social analysis Naipaul has attempted in this novel is not ‘confined to the West Indies but
extends to the entire Third World.’794 Here, he seems particularly concerned with analyzing
the theme of identity-formation by following the life experiences of Ralph Singh. As Theroux
argued:
The Mimic Men clearly marks the end of an absorption with [Naipaul’s] personal
homelessness, a final release from [..] a barren cycle of events.795
Naipaul explores for the first time post-colonial themes such as that of power and freedom,
and the problem of neo-colonialism. Through the story of its protagonist, he illustrates how
the problem of neo-colonialism affects the newly independent nations. The story of the exiled
colonial politician documents (alongside that of other politicians of Isabella) the problem that
many post-colonial politicians had to face as, upon independence, they had to rely on the
technical expertise of expatriates. 
792 For more on this topic see Rao Mohan, “The Postcolonial Society and the Paradox of Freedom,” in
Postcolonial Situation in the Novels of V.S. Naipaul, p. 81 onwards. 
793 See Rao Mohan, “The Postcolonial Society and the Paradox of Freedom,” p. 91.
794 See Rama Devi, “Naipaul’s The Mimic Men: Order and Form Through Art,” in Mohit K. Ray (ed.), V.S.
Naipaul’s Critical Essays, Vol. 2, p. 31.
795 See Paul Theroux, V.S. Naipaul: An Introduction to His Work (London: Andre Deutsch, 1972), p. 135.
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7.3.1 Structure of the Novel 
In this novel, the narration of events doesn’t follow a linear and chronological structure.
Rather, it unfolds following the order of the memories of the narrator-protagonist.
Commenting on the particular technique Naipaul employs in this text, William Walsh
observed that the narrative is ‘dissolving and non-linear in correspondence with the
instrument of self-examination.’796 In other words, the narrator-and-protagonist seems to
impose an order to the events and experiences of his life in an attempt at reconstructing their
meaning.797 The novel starts to unfold in the present with Ralph Singh, a political exile in
London, as he is attempting to reconstruct the fragments that form his life. Living alone in a
suburban London hotel in the Kensington area, Singh develops a memoir of his life. This
memoir, although echoing the tones of a personal and self-confessional report, assumes the
wider appeal of a more reliable document that ‘elucida[tes] on the emergent problems of the
emergent nations of the Third World.’798
Singh’s life memoir develops in three parts. In the first, he recounts and meditates on
his experience of living in London, a city that turns out to be as chaotic and fragmented as the
life he left behind in Isabella. In the second, he turns to the experiences he remembers from
his childhood in Isabella, by exposing the inadequacies of colonial society and reflecting on
the feelings of deception that he, and his friends, often felt. In the third, he reflects on his
political career in Isabella. Here, he meditates on the fraudulence of power in the emerging
nations of the Third World. His words give voice to the dysfunctional dynamics of colonial
and, equally, of postcolonial politics:
The career of a colonial politician is short and ends brutally. We lack order. Above all,
we lack power, and we don’t understand that we lack power. We mistake words and the
acclamation of words for power; as soon as our bluff is called we are lost. Politics for us
are a do-or-die, once-for-all and charge. Once we are committed we fight more than
political battles; we often fight quite literally for our lives. Our transitional or makeshift
societies do no cushion us.799
796 See William Walsh, V.S. Naipaul (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1963), p. 62.
797 For more on this topic see N. Rama Devi, “Naipaul’s The Mimic Men: Order and Form Through Art,” pp.
30-45. ‘At another level, this political autobiography transcends from the level of a personal, confessional
report to an existential allegory of the modern man,’ ibid, p. 31. 
798 See Rao Mohan, “The Postcolonial Society and the Paradox of Freedom,” p. 84.
799 See Naipaul, The Mimic Men  (London: Andre Deutsch, 1969),  p. 6.
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7.3.2 The Discourse of Mimicry in The Mimic Men
Homi Bhabha investigated the figure of the colonial politician at the centre of Naipaul’s The
Mimic Men. Ralph Singh, according to Bhabha, represents one of the prototypes in which
those “mimic” processes that tie the colonizer to the colonized can find their incarnation. By
focusing on the characterization of Ralph Singh, he contended that: 
Both Decoud and Singh, and in their different ways Grant and Macaulay, are the
parodists of history. Despite their intention and invocations they inscribe the colonial text
erratically, eccentrically across a body politic that refuses to be representative, in a
narrative that refuses to be representational. The desire to emerge as ‘authentic’ through
mimicry – through a process of writing and representation – is the final irony of partial
representation.800
The colonial subject is constituted through the “partial” representation or imitation of the
colonizer, the former being the latter’s inappropriate “copy.” From the first pages of the
novel, we can agree with Bhabha’s interpretation of Ralph Singh as a prototype of the
“mimic” man. When Naipaul introduces Singh as the hero-narrator of the story, the exiled
and displaced colonial politician is portrayed in his attempt of “mimicking” the attitudes of
his landlord at the Kensington Hotel:
I was not used to the social modes of London or to the physiognomy and complexions of
the North, and I thought Mr. Shylock looked distinguished, like a lawyer or businessman
or politician. He had the habit of stroking the lobe of his ear and inclining his head to
listen. I thought the gesture was attractive; I copied it. I knew of recent events in Europe;
they tormented me; and although I was trying to live on seven pounds a week I offered to
Mr. Shylock my fullest, silent compassion.801
Bhabha explained mimicry as one of the most powerful processes of subject constitution of
colonial and post-colonial identities. He argued that colonial mimicry gives rise to the
formation of a subject, that of the colonized, which, as the recognizable “Other” from the
colonizer, is ‘a subject of a difference that is almost the same, but not quite.’802 To theorize
800 See Homi Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse,” in The Location of
Culture (London: Routledge: 1994), pp. 125-126.
801 The Mimic Men, p. 3. 
802 See Homi Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse,” in The Location of
Culture, pp. 122-123.  By elaborating the notion of mimicry Homi Bhabha has shed light on the powerful
mechanism that allows colonial power to manifest and reiterate itself in the realm of representation.
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mimicry, Bhabha has identified the emergence of “mimetic,” colonial subjects throughout the
history of nineteenth- and twentieth-century literature by looking at works of English and
Anglo-Indian authors such as Rudyard Kipling, Edward Morgan Forster, George Orwell,  and
V.S. Naipaul, before citing the more recent contribution by Benedict Anderson. He thus
concluded that:
The line of descent of the mimic man can be traced through the works of Kipling,
Forster, Orwell, Naipaul, and to his emergence, most recently, in Benedict Anderson’s
excellent work on nationalism, as the anomalous Bipin Chandra Pal. He is the effect of a
flawed colonial mimesis, in which to be Anglicized is emphatically not to be English.803
The point I am interested to stress, in my critical interpretation of the character of Ralph
Singh, is that Bhabha – by focusing on mimicry as a mode of representation assumed by the
colonial subjectivities in their “imitation” and “mockery” of the subjectivities of the
colonizers – completely disregards the fictive character that attains to any act of
representation. This, in my view, represents a weak spot in Bhabha’s theorization of mimicry.
I suggest that Bhabha, who, as a post-structuralist thinker, in other theoretical sites is
particularly aware of the problematic relationship between reality and representation, lacks in
his theorization of mimicry a sufficient interrogation of such questions. 
In my view, Bhabha’s notion of mimicry rests on the illusionary assumption that the
author can grasp his object of representation, and therefore shape his hero, from a place of
complete transparency. It neglects, therefore, the much more complex dynamics that include
the process of representation and the act of figuration through which an author always shapes
his characters.804 His interpretation of mimicry as a notion-category, evoked to explain the
process of constitution of colonial identities in representative contexts, completely disregards
the much more complex processes of mediation, negotiation and translation that lie behind
the process of representation and that are required, as Bakhtin noted, in any process of
aesthetic and creative activity. I suggest, therefore, that a much deeper access to the
understanding of the notion of mimicry could be forged in light of Bakhtin’s psychological
theory of the creative act.805
803 See Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man,” in The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994), p. 125.
804 For more on this topic see Eric Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, tr.
Willard R. Trask (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953); Marc Blanchard, “Mimesis, not mimicry,”
Comparative Literature, Vol. 49, no.2 (1 April 1997), pp.176-190.
805 For more on this topic see Mikhail Bakhtin: “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity,” i n Art and
Answerability: Early Philosophical Essays by M. Bakhtin, Michael Holquist and Vadim Liapunov (eds.), tr.
Vladimir Liapunov (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990), pp. 4-256; Gary Saul Morson and Caryl
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I suggest that Bhabha, in his critical reading of The Mimic Men, has completely
disregarded the point of view of mimesis, which is the far more complex and general
processes that link the level of reality to that representation. By approaching the subject of the
“colonizer” and that of the “colonized” as overly simplified and reified categories in order to
elaborate mimicry as an analytical concept, he has completely disregarded the mimetic
processes that underpin any act of creativity.806 An application of Bakhtin’s psychological
model of the creative act807 to the representative context represented by Naipaul’s The Mimic
Men, could provide us, I suggest, with a much more dynamic articulation and understanding
of the mimetic function as this takes place, in the first place at the level of the creative
process, between Naipaul-as-author and Ralph Singh-as-hero. What I suggest is that, in The
Mimic Men, instead of focusing on the mimetic processes that take place between Ralph
Singh and the “colonizing” culture – of which the protagonist of the novel imitates modes
and attitudes – we could, instead, focus on the process of “partial” representation that ties
Naipaul-as-author and Ralph Singh as the main character and hero of the novel.
Concentrating on this relationship would allow a broadening of the perspective fostered by
Bhabha’s notion of mimicry through a broader examination of the notion of mimesis.
7.3.3 From Mimicry to Mimesis: Reading the Relationship between Ralph 
Singh and V.S. Naipaul from the Perspective of Aesthetic Activity
As we have seen, in The Location of Culture,808 Bhabha has looked at the employment of
mimicry in the representative context of The Mimic Men. Focusing on the character of Ralph
Singh, he has called into question the relationship between the colonial politician and the
“colonizing” power. Rather than following the critical perspective he has suggested by asking
how Ralph Singh as the colonial politician imitates (or fails to do so) the modes and tastes of
the colonizing culture, we could actually adopt another approach and primarily ask ourselves:
from which place and how does V.S. Naipaul-as-author shape his hero? How does Naipaul
embody the figure of the colonial politician in the character of Ralph Singh? According to
Bakhtin, the first function of the author or storyteller is that of providing his hero with an
image, of embodying him: 
Emerson, “Psychology: Authoring a Self,” in Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1990), pp. 172-230.
806 For more on this topic see Blanchard, “Mimesis, not Mimicry.”
807 For more on this topic, see this work’s Chapter I. 
808 See Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse,” in The Location of Culture,
pp. 121-132.
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 The first act of the artist is to invest the leading hero with a body, a body with
surroundings.809 
Shaping Bhabha’s remarks on mimicry to the critical reading that I am interested in offering,
we can argue that Ralph Singh offers a “partial representation” of the author himself. By
applying a Bakhtinian lens to this case study, we could argue that the relationship between
Naipaul and Ralph Singh is full of “dialogical reverberations.”810 Rao Mohan has observed
that this novel appears to be nothing less than ‘a fictional autobiography.’811 As she argued:
While in the preceding novels Naipaul had maintained his separateness from his
characters through the use of irony, in Mimic, however, Naipaul makes no attempt to
maintain his separate identity. At no point in the novel do we witness Singh becoming
the target of Naipaul’s irony.812
At first glance, it appears clear that the character of Ralph Singh resembles more than one
aspect of V.S. Naipaul himself. Rao Mohan argued that the two identities substantially
“merge.” In this regard, the lack of irony – one of the expedients that Naipaul had used in his
previous novels to maintain a form of separateness between himself and his characters – in
the author’s description of Ralph Singh suggests that Naipaul and Ralph Singh are in fact
“one.”813 The merging between the identities of Naipaul and Ralph Singh is further underlined
by the fact that ‘many of Naipaul’s attitudes and tastes are transferred onto Singh.’814 In
Ralph Singh’s disillusionment with London, we can read a reflection of the same feelings
experienced, in the first person, by Naipaul in An Area of Darkness, where he wrote: 
I came to London. It had become the centre of my world and I had worked hard to come
to it. And I was lost. London was not the centre of my world.815 
Ralph Singh seems to share the same type of admiration towards wealthy people. In an
809 See M. Bakhtin, “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity,” i n Art and Answerability: Early Philosophical
Essays by M. Bakhtin, Michael Holquist and Vadim Liapunov (eds.), tr. Vladimir Liapunov (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1990), p. 24.
810 For a location of this term in Bakhtin’s theory on the novel, see “Discourse in the Novel,” in M. Bakhtin,
The Dialogic Imagination, Michael Holquist (ed.), tr. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1981), pp. 259-411; Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson, “Psychology:
Authoring a Self,” in Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics, pp. 172-230. 
811 See Rao Mohan, “The Postcolonial Society and the Paradox of Freedom,” p. 84.  
812 Ibid., pp. 81-82. 
813 Ibid. 
814 Ibid. 
815 See An Area of Darkness, p. 42. 
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interview with Nigel Bingham in 1972, Naipaul confessed that for a long time he used to
almost “worship” people with money.816 The same admiration for wealthy people is seen to
influence many attitudes shown by Ralph Singh, as this comment on his London hotel’s
landlord clearly suggests:
And for Mr. Shylock, the recipient each week of fifteen times three guineas, the
possessor of a mistress and of suits made of cloth so fine I felt I could eat it, I had
nothing but admiration.817
Even Sandra, Singh’s English wife, ‘is modelled’ – Rao Mohan notices – ‘on Laraine, an
American girl, whom Naipaul met during his pilgrimage to Amarnath. Like her, Sandra is
lean and her skin has the same quality of graining. Singh is thus representative of Naipaul,
and his reconciliation to his lot signifies Naipaul’s own reconciliation to his displacement.’818 
Ralph Singh, is ‘the representative of a generation which gains power at independence
and can only mimic the authenticity of selfhood.’819 At the beginning of the novel, Ralph
Singh is an exiled politician finding himself in the suburbs of London and seeking to locate
himself in the new social and political context that England, and London, represent for him.
However, England is no longer the cherished land of earlier novels, and London, the big
metropolis, is exposed for its illusionary character. The “promised land” turns out to be as
fraudulent as the native country he left behind.    
In the character of Ralph Singh, Naipaul seems to project many of his own personal
attitudes, views, and aspirations: the profound disillusionment for the post-colonial condition
and the contempt of neo-colonial relations that affect the newly independent nations, the
fascination and curiosity for Western culture, tastes and traditions, the desire for personal
freedom and the aspiration to define an identity where aspects of  his native, original culture
can complement the drives that his exposure to the metropolitan environment of London and
England have fostered in him. By taking into consideration all these aspects, it seems that
Naipaul attempts ultimately to “duplicate” in his hero his own feelings of displacement and
his own quest for identity.
 The examination of the relationship between author and hero in light of Bakhtin’s
816 See “The Novelist V.S. Naipaul Talks to Nigel Bingham about His Childhood in Trinidad,” Listener, Vol.
88 (7 Sep. 1972), pp. 306-307. 
817 An Area of Darkness, p. 3. 
818 Rao Mohan, “The Postcolonial Society and the Paradox of Freedom,” p. 82. 
819 See “Naipaul’s The Mimic Men: Order and Form Through Art,” p. 30.
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model of the creative act820 has, however, to take into account that the character of Ralph
Singh doesn’t reflect the prototype of the polyphonic hero.821 Ralph Singh is a hero
‘embodied in a pre-given structure’822 that makes his actions somehow fixed and predictable.
The reason Ralph Singh is not a polyphonic hero is due mainly to the position the author
plays in the narrative structure. Naipaul expresses his own values, ideas, and then he
“applies” them to the character of Ralph Singh. In a polyphonic work, on the other hand, the
author approaches his material from a different perspective, as, in this case, ‘the form-shaping
ideology demands that the author cease to exercise monologic control [over his hero].’823 In
light of such observations, we could argue that Naipaul doesn’t cease to exercise monologic
control over his hero. Ralph Singh is not, in other words, subject of his own “signifying”
discourse (a condition that is realized in a polyphonic work of literature) but is “still” an
object of Naipaul’s “authorial” discourse.824 
As I have attempted to illustrate throughout this chapter by looking at aspects of
Naipaul’s personal history and world views, we could suggest that in The Mimic Men the
“truth” of Ralph Singh is measured against Naipaul’s own ideology. He develops the
aesthetic relationship with Ralph Singh from a prevalently monologic perspective, that is by
maintaining a substantial “control” of the consciousness of his hero. However, he offers,
through the character of Ralph Singh, a “partial” representation of himself which is not
devoid of “dialogical” reverberations and refractions. Fully formed polyphony, however,
would require a more complete shift in the author’s position: the former, in fact, requires ‘a
work in which several consciousnesses meet as equals and engage in a dialogue that is in
principle unfinalizable.’825
7.4 Conclusions
In the course of this chapter, I have offered a critical reading of An Area of Darkness and The
Mimic Men from West Indian writer V.S. Naipaul. My analysis has focused on some
narrative aspects of these texts. More specifically I have identified some structural
820 For more on this topic see Bakhtin,“Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity,” pp. 4-256.
821 For more on this topic see Morson and Emerson, “Polyphony: Authoring a Hero,” in Mikhail Bakhtin:
Creation of a Prosaics, pp. 231-268. 
822 See “Psychology: Authoring a Self,” p. 196. 
823 See “Polyphony: Authoring a Hero,” p. 238.
824 For a more detailed explanation of how this particular type of relationship author-hero is realized in a
polyphonic work of literature, see M. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Caryl Emerson (ed.), in
Theory and History of Literature, Vol. 8 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984); see also Gary
Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson “Polyphony: Authoring a Hero,” pp. 231-268.  
825 “Polyphony: Authoring a Hero,” p. 239 onwards. 
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characteristics, as well as studied the function that Naipaul-as-storyteller plays in them. By
looking at interviews Naipaul has given over the years (in which the author explained some
aspects inherent to his creative process) I have identified some of the subtle dynamics that
have presided over the author’s creative work. In these same interviews, he also illustrated
how, throughout his creative journey, he has appropriated himself of genres and forms that
were originally associated with a long Western tradition, such as the novel and travel writing,
by adapting these genres to the expression of his personal concerns, scopes and world views.
Finally, drawing on Bakhtin’s psychological model of aesthetic activity, I have attempted to
reframe some thematic aspects that emerge in these texts in light of the primarily mimetic
relationship between the author and the characters at the centre of his representation.
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Chapter 8
Conclusions: Envisaging Future Directions for the Discipline
of Post-colonial Literary Studies 
In the course of this work, I have mainly offered an aesthetic and discursive analysis of
cultural representations of postcolonial societies in Africa, the Middle East, and India. In
particular, I have looked to offer an alternative model for interpreting the post-colonial
cultural and literal formation beyond the paradigm of totalizing epistemic violence that, since
Said’s seminal work,826 has often envisaged the author in a position of semantic privilege vis
à vis the Third World society at the centre of his representation.  Through the analysis of my
case studies, I have intended to distance myself from the critical orientation that has often
prevailed among postcolonial critics, and, in particular, from Gayatri Spivak’s method of
theorizing the post-colonial representation. Spivak, as we have seen,827 has shown a clear
tendency to understand all discourse as colonial,828 and, subsequently, to disavow the
evidence of the impact that the process of decolonization has had on the epistemological and
discursive aspects of the literary representation in a post-colonial context. 
By aligning with a post-structuralist critical orientation, I have placed, throughout my
analysis, a particular emphasis on subject-positions. Bakhtin’s stratified analytical
perspective on dialogue,829 has provided a valuable critical prism to interpret the post-colonial
text in a way that, moving from an interrogation of the relationship between subject-
positions, has allowed me to reveal the aspects of complicity between the “representing” and
the “represented” subject –  where the former is to be intended as the Western or Western-
educated author, and the latter as the colonial, and postcolonial, subjectivity – rather than
only pointing at their distance. 
By becoming familiar with the analysis of literary and anthropological narratives set
in the second part of the twentieth century in decolonized nations of Africa, the Middle East
826 See Said, Orientalism (London: Routledge: 1978). 
827 See Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Towards a History of the Vanishing Present (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1999) discussed in this work’s Chapter 3.
828 See this work’s Chapter 3 for the main lines of criticism directed towards Spivak’s critical system by Neil
Lazarus and Benita Parry. 
829 See this work’s Chapter 1, where I have distinguished between the different meanings that the concept of
dialogue covers in Bakhtin’s critical enterprise. 
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and India, I have attempted to displace the question on subalternity that Spivak had originally
drawn from the Subaltern Studies group of Indian historiographers.  This question was: how
do we claim a positive subject position for the subaltern? Spivak had inherited the complex
issues surrounding this question from the work of the Subaltern Studies group, who operated
exclusively in the context of Indian colonial historiography, by applying their methodology to
the context of colonial and post-colonial literature.830
Throughout this critical work, I have looked to problematize how the subaltern to be
intended broadly as the post-colonial subjectivity emerges as a signifier within the post-
colonial text: the African tribe in Bohannan’s Return to Laughter, the Egyptian villagers in In
an Antique Land, the African people in Kapuściński’s The Shadow of the Sun, and the Indian
and Caribbean man in Naipaul’s An Area of Darkness and The Mimic Men. Leaving at the
margins the political connotation of the subaltern, that stresses the ability of “speaking for”
(vertreten), I have focused especially on the function of representation that, as “re-
presenting” or “portraying” (darstellen), is employed mainly in the domains of art and
philosophy.
Dialogue, in its literal sense, as chain of speech acts, is a discursive strategy employed
in most of my case studies, which has proved to be a useful territory in which to explore the
emergence of post-colonial cultural identities in a representative context. In each of my case
studies (except for the Naipaul chapter, in which I have drawn on another meaning of
dialogue as analytical concept), I have analyzed the speech acts that emerge in the text within
the concrete historical and sociological situation that stands as the background of their
occurrence. Moving from this theoretical standpoint, I have turned to reconstruct the
“situatedness” of each of these dialogues, their “social” location. Thus, the social and
historical context that stands as the background of these primarily linguistic exchanges, has
often been shown to have conflicting and contradictory factors and forces which, however
counterintuitively, proved to be positive factors in delimiting the contours of the social
location in which such encounters take place. 
In my critical analysis of Return to Laughter, In an Antique Land, and The Shadow of
the Sun, I have focused on the linguistic exchanges that, as speech acts, take place in relation
to the unique experiential moments in which these happen, as “events,” in the often highly
hybridized social spaces that have the mobile contours of contact-zones.831 The social
830 For more on this topic, see this work’s Chapter 3.
831 For the use of this term see Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, 2nd edn. (London:
Routledge, 1992).
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environment that stands in the background of these case studies is a heterogloctic
environment, which is an environment characterized by the multiplicity of languages and
their mutual exchange. In such contexts, I came to analyze the emotional-volitional tones832 of
the speakers (as, for example, in Return to Laughter or In an Antique Land), which always
flows around the “semantic” content of the utterances. I have hinted at the element of
“intonation” with which the utterances are pronounced by their speakers. I have attempted to
analyze the speech acts that emerge from the cultural encounters staged in these narratives in
terms of phenomena, rather than merely in linguistic terms. 
In my chapter dedicated to V.S. Naipaul’s The Mimic Men and An Area of Darkness, I
have approached the encounter between subjectivities from a difference perspective to that
represented by the communication between social actors, which, in the form of speech acts,
has represented a crucial theatre of investigation of the other texts.  In the critical reading of
Naipaul’s works, I have in fact displaced the analysis of the encounter among subjectivities
from the domain of social communication to that of the aesthetic process. In this vein, I have
assumed, by drawing on Bakhtin’s stratified perspective on dialogue,833 that, although it is not
possible to picture the interactions between author and hero in a novelistic work in the form
of a conversational dialogue, it is however possible to envisage a dialogical relationship
between them. Therefore, I have suggested that, In The Mimic Men, Naipaul shapes the
character of Ralph Singh by bringing into play, in his hero, his own contradictory values,
world views and purposes. 
More than being a work on dialogue in a strictly linguistic sense, this project has
turned out to be rather an experiment on the forms of dialogism, as these emerge from the
specific historical and sociological context in which each narrative is situated. Bakhtin’s
concept of dialogism is susceptible to many interpretations, most of which are played out in
today’s critical discussion. I believe that an application of Bakhtin’s stratified perspective on
dialogue to the analysis of works of postcolonial literature, to which this thesis only hinted at
by considering a limited range of texts, could contribute to adding depth of perspective and
allowing for a more complex interpretation of the questions of power that clearly play an
important part in the understanding of any post-colonial literary (con)text. 
The subtle, dialogic dynamics that take place between the “representing” and the
“represented” subject, and that I have attempted to investigate in my case studies, have
832 For more on this topic and the role that such emotional-volitional tones cover in the domain of aesthetic
activity, see Bakhtin’s “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity,” pp. 25 onwards. 
833 For a nuancing of the notion of dialogue in Bakhtin’s critical system, see this work’s Chapter 1.
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allowed me to approach the post-colonial representation from a different perspective than that
followed by most post-colonial critics. These, not least Bhabha and Spivak, have often
appeared to approach the text by moving from the assumption that this is a “fixed” and
“reified” product susceptible to being anatomized and investigated, often through the
deconstructive method. In contrast, the critical perspective I have started to trace with this
work suggests that it is possible, by drawing on Bakhtin’s transdisciplinary notion of
dialogue, to disclose a more dynamic and open-ended critical interpretation which
investigates linguistic, metalinguistic and psychological dimensions that lie beyond the
“making” of a text.  
If the post-colonial can be broadly defined as a critical paradigm that discusses the
impact of the colonial past and its legacy in the context of representation, with this project I
have intended to enter into conversation with that critical seam that has suggested an
approach to the manifestations of post-colonial cultural production which highlights a
relevant discontinuity of the so-called post-colonial from the dominant cultural and
ideological practices of imperialism and its related forms and practices in the neo-colonial
world. In this regard, I have been inspired by the new vision of the post-colonial as alter-
colonial, as hinted at by Herrera,834 which allows for a vision of the post-colonial as an active,
processual and analytical concept that can avoid the limitations, and those “reifying” and
“homogenizing” connotations that have often been attributed to the term post-colonial. In this
vein, I have proposed to draw on Bakhtin’s transdisciplinary theory of dialogue and to its
“tailored” application to each specific representational context to suggest that ‘the experience
of colonialism and its aftermath is relational, contingent and variable at the same time that it
is localized, historically specific and temporally located.’835
I have followed the perspective fostered by alter-colonialism. This critical perspective
reads the post-colonial text through a process of ‘translation, re-inscription, and/or
transformation’836 of pre-existing cultural strategies. One of the main focuses of this work has
been looking at the ways in which the post-colonial writer transforms or displaces the
colonial modes and signs in the direction of an unorthodox and original interplay of existing
signs and codes that poses the potential for alternative and new ways of reading them. 
834 See Herrera, “Introduction. In Other Words: An Alternative to the Post-in Post-colonialism,” in Ewa B.
Luczak, Justyna Wierzchowska and Joanna Ziarkowska (eds.), In Other Words: Dialogizing Postcoloniality,
Race and Ethnicity. Encounters. The Warsaw Studies in English Culture, Language, Literature and Visual
Arts (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2012), pp. 7-17.
835 Ibid., p. 8.
836 Ibid. 
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In Chapter 4, I have suggested that American author and anthropologist Laura
Bohannan employs, in Return to Laughter, representational strategies such as laughter,
parody and the mimetic function in order to undermine dominant imperialist “civilizing”
discourses in her portrait of the West African tribe among which she did her fieldwork in the
mid-1950s.
In Chapter 5, I have argued that the Indian historian and anthropologist Amitav Ghosh
has sought to reconstruct an alternative history of Medieval Egypt by focusing on the life
history of a Jewish Merchant and his Indian slave and that, by focusing on village life in
Lataifa and Nashawy in the 1980s, he sought to re-create an alternative anthropology of
modern Egypt. Both narratives, the historical and the ethnographic, focus on the perspectives
of minorities, a position that includes the author’s identity as a post-colonial intellectual. In
the analysis of this text, the speech acts between Ghosh and the Egyptian villagers are shown
to be an important discursive operation that he puts into play to define the cultural identities
of both of the speakers, that of Ghosh as a “liberal” Hindu and that of the Egyptian villagers
as “orthodox” Muslims, allowing them to engage in mutual confrontation without the need
for a “Western” reference point. 
In Chapter 6, I have illustrated how the Polish writer and reporter Ryszard
Kapuściński partially reiterates, in The Shadow of the Sun, the romanticized landscape of
Africa that has often been depicted in colonial travel writing on the African continent.
However, I have also suggested that, by making frequent use of dialogues, in the form of
speech acts, in his everyday encounters with the local people, he partially succeeds in
overthrowing the more conventional image of Africa he has inherited from the tradition of
colonial discourse.
Finally, in Chapter 7, I have sought to show how the West Indian author of Hindu
origin, V.S. Naipaul, in his portrayal of India and the Caribbean at the centre of An Area of
Darkness and The Mimic Men, employs narrative strategies that demonstrate a complex and
ambivalent engagement with the majority and dominant culture in which we can find echoes
of his Western education. At the same time, by looking at the depiction he makes of the
characters of Ralph Singh in The Mimic Men and Ramon and Aziz in An Area of Darkness, I
have suggested that he uses the creation of his culturally varied characters, their life histories
and autobiographies, to present to the reader views and outlooks of the world described –
much of which are reflections of the author’s own – and which are, at times, oppositional to
the dominant ones.
202
By including in this project works of ethnography, as well as literary works, I sought
to suggest that an intersection between post-colonial literary studies and the field of
anthropology could prove useful to provide a new “space” for an interpretative practice, in a
way that, by virtue of the closer contact of ethnography/anthropology to the domain of real-
life and to the experience of cross-cultural encounters, could help us, as literary theorists, to
overcome the ‘post-structuralist eschewal of the question of truth.’837 The practice of
ethnography, as the study and representation of cultures, and, historically, “races,”  is already
recognized as one of the major contact-zones of postcolonial theory.838 The inclusion, in my
corpus of case studies, of works of travel writing, has represented not only a fertile material
for investigation of the postcolonial encounter, but has allowed me to investigate more
closely the aspects that constitute the rhetorics of colonial discourse and those that, on the
other hand, signal the fractures of a colonialist epistemology. Finally, by including novels in
my critical investigation, I found the possibility to interrogate the complex layering of
figurative language that characterizes the most “imaginative” of literary genres. 
Throughout this project, I have acted in the awareness that a transnational perspective
could have represented an effective scenario through which to investigate the dynamics of the
cultural encounters that – in our increasingly cosmopolitan and hybridized world – represent
the laboratories and territories in which cultural identity is shaped and redefined through an
increasingly dynamic, open-ended and performative process. The complex and dynamic
character inherent to the process of subject-formation in a representational context that I have
suggested through the analysis of my case studies has allowed me, I hope, to enter into
conversation with the latest developments of Spivak’s critical trajectory.
I have previously argued that the new model for the study of literature Spivak hinted
at in Death of a Discipline839 encourages cultural and literary critics to develop a new
methodological approach to surpass the epistemological limits which are generally implied
by any object-based disciplinary approach. In the course of this research, I have indicated that
a new methodology for the study of literature could avail itself of a re-consideration and a re-
interrogation of often oversimplified or overlooked categories such as dialogue and
performativity. In a precise way, I have suggested that a “tailored” application of the stratified
837 See Lazarus, “Disavowing Decolonization: nationalism, intellectuals, and the question of representation in
postcolonial theory,” in Nationalism and Cultural Practice in the Postcolonial World (Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 1999), p. 116. 
838 See Peter Childs and Patrick Williams, An Introduction to Postcolonial Theory (London: Pearson, 1997), pp.
185-225.
839 See Gayatri Spivak, Death of a Discipline (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003) discussed in this
work’s Chapter 3.
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concept of dialogue to each representational context could allow critics to interpret the
literary text according to a new perspective, that which recognizes the still “impossible” but
avoidably “intuitive”840 project of developing a new model of understanding truth in the
context of representation. Such a model, by intending truth as the essential product of the
negotiation between subject-positions, might well be called, in Bakhtinian terms, dialogic. 
Finally, to mould the considerations Spivak developed on planetarity in Death of a
Discipline to the purpose of this work, we could argue that, if with the concept of the global
we have aimed at abolishing cultural, linguistic and racial differences, with the concept of
planetarity we can attempt to reverse this process by reconstructing the specificity, liveliness
and unpredictability of our encounter with “The Other” on the planet which we all inhabit.
840 For the impossibility, and, although, the necessity of postulating the concept of “planetarity,” see Spivak,
“Planetarity,” in Death of a Discipline, p. 72. ‘When I invoke the planet I think of the effort required to
figure the (im)possibility of this underived intuition,’ ibid. 
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